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ABSTRACT 
While the growth of fnancial technologies (FinTech) is making the 
fow of money faster, easier, and more secure, such technologies 
are often unable to serve many countries due to the global political 
environment. Despite its severe impact, this issue has remained 
understudied in the HCI literature. We address this gap by present-
ing our fndings from a three-month-long ethnography with the 
Iranian community in Toronto, Canada. We present their struggles 
in transferring money to and from their home country - a process 
that entails fnancial loss, fear, uncertainty, and privacy breaches. 
We also outline the informal workarounds that allow this com-
munity to circumvent these challenges, along with the associated 
hassles. This paper contributes to broadening the scope of FinTech 
in the HCI literature by connecting it with the politics surrounding 
transnational transactions. We discuss the design implications of 
our fndings and their contribution to the broader interests of HCI 
in mobilities and social justice. 
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• Human-centered computing → Empirical studies in HCI; 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Over the last couple of decades, fnancial technologies (FinTech) 
have made signifcant advancements worldwide. In most parts of 
the Western world, online payment and digital transferring systems 
have become pervasive, easily accessible, and more secure than 
ever. Services like PayPal and Western Union have brought about 
a dramatic change in transnational money transfers by bypassing 
the traditional multi-layered bureaucratic processes. In the Global 
South, mobile money transferring systems over ‘feature phones’ 
have also created new opportunities for marginalized communities 
to be fnancially included [63, 97]. Recently, cryptocurrencies and 
other blockchain-based applications have created opportunities for 
potential fnancial systems that are more accountable and trust-
worthy [42, 69, 119]. While these exciting FinTech applications are 
shaping our future interactions with money, for a lot of people, 
especially the ones who have immigrated to the West from the 
Global South, their services are limited. 

Transnational fnancial services are restricted or blocked for 
many regions in the world. For example, basic online fnancial 
transferring services such as PayPal and Western Union are not 
available to people from many countries [35, 107, 139]. While some 
recent digital services like Azimo [1] and Transferwise [2] have 
eased the access to a few of these excluded countries, many of 
them remain disconnected. Furthermore, even basic tools such as 
XE [3] or Google Currency Converter do not accurately work for 
them. Most of these people need to fnd alternative informal meth-
ods to transfer money to and from their home countries. However, 
as governments are becoming increasingly active in regulating 
transnational fnancial transactions, these informal methods are 
being deemed “illegal”. Such regulations barely touch privileged 
people, who are able to easily move money, by means such as, 
funnelling it into ofshore accounts [53, 124]. However, for those 
at the margins, informal fnancial spaces are getting increasingly 
restricted by laws. Nonetheless, these informal methods continue 
to constitute a large portion of money transfers for most immi-
grants [48]. 
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With the escalation of international immigration worldwide [27, 
49, 91], fnancial inclusion has become more crucial than ever. In 
today’s world, there are more than 258 million migrants [96], many 
of whom left their home country because of adverse social and po-
litical situations or natural disasters [95, 134]. In most cases, those 
countries are located in the Global South: countries in the Middle-
east, Asia, Africa, or Latin America that are sufering from wars, 
tyranny, natural disasters, or economic instability. Additionally, a 
signifcant number of people are migrating from the Global South 
to the North for economic [66, 110] or academic purposes [102, 109]. 
As a result, western countries are hosting a substantial number of 
immigrants from the Global South, with the number increasing 
every single day. A signifcant portion of this immigrant popula-
tion have migrated from countries that are imposed upon various 
fnancial sanctions, due to which the immigrants cannot smoothly 
transact money using digital technologies. While a growing body 
of work in HCI has lately started focusing on the life of refugees 
and migrants, this particular issue has still remained understudied. 

To this end, we present the fndings of a three-month-long 
ethnography in Toronto, Canada with the immigrated Iranian com-
munity. Based on our fndings, we make a three-fold contribution 
to HCI. First, we present the difculties faced by the Iranian com-
munity living in Toronto in moving money to and from Iran which 
includes the unavailability of digital services. Second, we report 
how this community has come up with many creative ways to cir-
cumvent these challenges leveraging informality and collaboration, 
which, however, involve additional hassles. Third, we discuss how 
HCI design interventions may support this community to overcome 
some of the challenges that they are facing today. Besides these, 
we also discuss how these fndings depict a residual experience of 
Iranian people in transnational FinTech and suggest ways for HCI 
scholarship around FinTech to better engage with international 
politics. 

2 RELATED WORK 

2.1 Migration, HCI, and Residual Mobilities 
Current HCI research on migration aims to understand the chal-
lenges newcomers face and design computational supports accord-
ingly. Topics discussed with new migrants include fnance [126], 
health and well being [22, 23], youth role in family integration [45], 
collaboration with the host communities [10, 41, 64], preserving 
memories [116], and information access [37, 62, 115, 117]. Most 
relevant to this paper is Fisher et al. [45] work on developing Teen 
Design Days: a scalable and portable methodology used on-site 
to enable researchers to explore concepts, test ideas, and create 
designs with migrant youth efciently in safe settings and in cultur-
ally appropriate ways. Other studies [62] explore how immigrants 
use ICTs to develop social capital to support their adaptation needs. 
Unfortunately, most studies focus on how newcomers can commu-
nicate better with their hosting communities and the researchers, 
with less emphasis on the long-term settlement in a new country. 
For the latter, migrant populations need to maintain regular com-
munication to their relatives back in their home countries, often by 
helping them fnancially. For a large number of countries around 
the world, foreign remittance, the money that immigrants send to 

their home, is a signifcant part of their GDP [28]. However, de-
spite their signifcance, transnational fnancial transactions have 
not received enough attention in HCI literature. Further, while 
most migrations are caused by economic and political pressure, the 
associated struggles are rarely addressed in public policy [120]. 

Turning from immediate needs to the long-term integration of 
immigrant communities requires a critical look into the politics 
embedded in the infrastructures of a country. We limit our scope 
to fnancial inclusion and focus solely on the existing digital in-
frastructures for FinTech that provide ‘ubiquitous’ transnational 
money transferring services. Modern imaginations and implemen-
tations of mobilities (e.g., business trip, vacation) difer from the 
actual experiences of mobilities with respect to displacements, like 
migration [135]. While a dominant vision of Ubicomp imagines 
that infrastructures of electricity, internet, language, money, law, 
etc. will be available throughout a journey [138], this is not true 
for immigrants from many restricted countries. This leads us to 
critically examine the relationship between privilege and mobility, 
with the experience of mobility being dependent on the “degree 
of control over the fows and movements that shape one’s life” [84]. 
Graham and Marvin advance this argument to show how a person’s 
privilege (with money, power, social capital) helps them remain 
connected to the network of power in a new location [52]. This 
reveals the “poetics and politics” [79] of an infrastructure that show 
how a person’s ‘distance’ from the infrastructure over their social 
network determines the privilege that they receive from it. 

This body of work helps us conceptualize why many immigrants 
from countries with hostile relationships with the West often strug-
gle to get infrastructural support. Motivated by the concept of 
“residual” categories [21], Ahmed et al. [9] have termed such move-
ments as ‘residual mobilities’ and defned it as, “the varied forms of 
involuntary migration, displacement and disruption that characterize 
the real-world experience of mobility for a large and growing number 
of people around the world - both in historically post-colonial contexts 
like the one studied here, but also marginal locations and experiences 
in what Suchman [129] has termed the “hyperdeveloped world”. Such 
residual mobilities capture the experiences of people who are not 
considered when designing infrastructures. In this paper, we look 
at how the lack of access to existing fnancial infrastructures results 
in creative and informal workarounds. 

2.2 Finance and HCI 
Existing studies related to fnance in HCI has largely focused on per-
sonal fnancial management [81, 90], fnancial education and retire-
ment [32, 54, 55, 108], emotional aspects of money [73], and fnan-
cial planning tools for personal fnance (see [38, 73], for example). 
Besides looking at the personal aspects of money, scholars have also 
studied the role of money in inter-personal relationships [24, 76], 
household fnance [36, 137], domestic fnancial activities, and the 
ways people track, manage and interact with money and fnancial 
instruments [137], suggesting that familial values, relationships and 
routines should be considered when designing such systems [128]. 
Furthermore, an emerging body of work has studied cryptocurren-
cies, and issues of trust in digital fnancial services [118, 119]. While 
these studies are largely situated in the West, a strand of research in 
HCI4D and ICTD (Information and Communication Technology for 
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Development) lays out the prospects and challenges of design [89], 
adoption, and actuation of mobile money in developing countries 
(e.g. security risks [25]) as well as its efectiveness and efciency, 
with a goal of increasing fnancial inclusion [19, 65, 145]. 

A parallel body of work, based on the materiality of money [86], 
has been critically analyzing the ‘digitization’ of local fnance in 
developing countries [105]. Scholars have also focused on acces-
sibility [83, 125], rural-urban divide [14], literacy challenge [82] 
and gender-gaps [16, 33, 47, 126] associated with FinTech. Their 
fndings show that women in a household are often more “fnan-
cially intimidated” while taking fnancial decisions than their male 
counterpart [12, 126]. Another strand of work discusses examples 
of women’s fnancial empowerment, in particular through the use 
of ICTs [126], along with addressing the potential of Fintech to 
mitigate the gender gap [127].While this growing body of work is 
illuminating various important and interesting facets of society’s 
interactions with money and related digital tools, transnational 
networks of fnance or how fnancial experiences are impacted by 
international policies are still understudied. 

2.3 Informal Transnational Networks and 
Finance 

HCI Fintech for migration is contingent on understanding how 
transnational networks around the world are circumventing the 
closed borders of nation states [44]. Also termed by development 
scholars as “globalization from below” [85], these networks can be 
looked at as a grassroots response to globalized capitalism, largely 
consisting of informal activities [111]. In this paper, we defne ‘in-
formal activities’ or “informality” as a set of activities that operate 
outside formal regulatory frameworks [26, 58, 93]. Literature on 
informality argues that it manifests itself as a set of fexibility-
maximizing strategies that allow actors to circumvent economic, 
social, and political constraints [29, 121]. However, the importance 
of social regulation in these spaces also suggests that certain groups 
and identities could be excluded due to the infuence of existing and 
historical social and power structures [114]. Research on “informal-
ity” has consistently tried to detail the experiences of those living 
at the interstices of the formal economy [31, 75, 77], where they 
are either ignored or, in an act of empowered agency, purposely 
seek to avoid the formal systems that are not designed for them 
and create their own set of informal practices [29, 50]. 

Informal fnance is characterized by unregulated fnancial instru-
ments, and has coexisted with formal fnance across the world for 
centuries. One such system is Hawala (or Hundi), an ancient remit-
tance system that originated in South Asia [71]. The term ‘Hawala’ 
loosely translates to “debt transfer” in Arabic, and stands for “trust” 
in Hindi [112]. Today, this method for transferring money is used 
globally for legitimate [88] (and illegitimate [20]) remittances both 
within and across borders. With Hawala, one can transfer money, 
without actually moving it across borders. For example, one Hawala 
transaction can be transferring the debt that person A owes to per-
son B, to a third person, C (presumably because person B owes a 
comparable amount to person C) [112]. Informal systems such as 
Hawala can provide better conversion rates and faster service than 
formal money transferring methods (making it both cost-efective 
and time-saving) [106, 122]. Delivery of the money occurs usually 

within a day of the initial payment and is included as part of the ser-
vice. Lastly, there are no ofcial records or bureaucratic oversight 
(opening the doors for possible tax evasion and money laundering), 
with most communications taking place using more informal means 
such as phone, text, or instant messaging applications [15]. 

3 BACKGROUND 
Our study is conducted against a backdrop of political tension be-
tween Iran and the Western world that has resulted in a prolonged 
embargo over fnancial transactions with Iran. The economic and 
political relationships between Iran and Western countries [132], 
especially the U.S. [17], have been contentious since the Islamic 
revolution of 1979 [141]. Prior to that, the Shah of Iran maintained 
close ties to the U.S. [67], but the new regime after the revolution 
dramatically reversed the pro-American foreign policies that were 
in place [13]. In the same year, this relationship was further wors-
ened following the diplomatic standof of 1979 [140], which resulted 
in signifcant economic consequences, including billions of dollars 
of assets being frozen by the U.S. government and the imposition of 
sanctions that continue to this day [143]. Other major events that 
contributed to this tension include the Iran-Iraq war in 1980 [142], 
the formal termination of diplomatic relationships between Iran 
and the U.S. [87], and the re-imposition of major fnancial sanctions 
in 2008 [143]. This was followed by more severe sanctions levied in 
2012 on Iran’s central bank by the U.S. and the European Union’s 
embargo on Iran’s oil [143]. These events led to a dramatic decrease 
in the value of Iranian Rial (IRR) against the U.S. Dollar (USD) and 
other major currencies. Followed by the U.S. withdrawal from the 
JCPOA (Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action) or the “Iran deal“ 
in May 2018 [61], the value of IRR severely plummeted, reaching 
its lowest value in October 2018. The magnitude of the economic 
efects of the sanctions can be seen in the 981% increase in the rate 
of USD against IRR from 2009 to 2019 [100]. Furthermore, because 
of the sanctions, there are no digital money transferring services 
that transact money to and from Iran [133]. As a result, Iranians 
need to depend on informal money transaction methods discussed 
in the rest of this paper. 

4 METHODS 
We conducted a three-month-long ethnography in the Greater 
Toronto Area. Using a combination of semi-structured interviews, 
unstructured in-situ interviews, as well as participant observations, 
we delved into the fnancial experiences of the Iranian community in 
Toronto. The primary researcher is an Iranian, native Farsi speaker 
and has prior experience dealing with currency exchange. Being 
from the subject community, she was also aware of the customs 
and social protocols in the shops and ensured that she introduced 
herself and the research project to all actors when in the feld. The 
data was collected with the consent of all parties present in the 
feld, including customers and shopkeepers keeping in mind their 
comfort. We excluded any observations which might compromise 
any of the participants - this was done both through a discussion 
among the members of the research team and several discussions 
with the community. Given the vulnerable nature of the commu-
nity, we have chosen not to disclose sensitive themes in the paper 
but have taken due precautions that the excluded data does not 
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afect our fndings. The full research protocol was examined and 
approved by the ethics review board of the authors’ institution. 

We interviewed 15 exchange shop owners and employees as 
well as 30 customers whom we recruited from the exchange shops. 
The number of participants was not predetermined but rather dic-
tated by theoretical saturation. We also conducted in-depth semi-
structured interviews with 14 Iranians - 6 women and 8 men. In our 
interviews, we asked questions regarding participants’ overall expe-
riences in using the existing fnancial systems to send and receive 
money to and from Iran. We conducted interviews until data satura-
tion was achieved [51]. Our participants’ ages varied between 24-57 
and represented a diverse set of professions. We initially recruited 
through posting on Iranian-based social media groups on Telegram 
and Facebook as well as by posting fyers in neighborhoods where 
Iranian people live. We then recruited through snowball sampling 
where we asked our participants to refer us to other qualifed indi-
viduals. All interviews were carried out in Farsi, the native language 
of all our participants. We further conducted ethnographic obser-
vations and in-situ interviews in the currency exchange shops. The 
informal and sensitive nature of these fnancial activities meant 
that participants were often reticent to talk. When granted consent, 
we took photographs and detailed notes during our observations. 
All the interviews were transcribed and translated into English, 
with the data analyzed through an iterative and deductive coding 
process. Our analyzed data and notes cover more than 200 pages 
and we recorded more than 180 hours in interviews and on-site. 

As is common in focused ethnographic studies [60], we started 
with broad research questions about the experiences of the Iranian 
immigrant community with fnancial transactions. The primary 
questions focused on the shared practices in the community, while 
the secondary questions focused on the factors that facilitate, con-
strain, or sustain observed behaviors. The coding was an iterative, 
cyclic, and self-refective process. It involved both deductive and 
inductive approaches, where the former produced a set of a-priori 
codes while the latter produced the fnal set of themes that we 
present in the fndings section. 

4.1 Field Site 
Most of the Iranian exchange shops are located along one of the 
major streets in Toronto. In Farsi, currency exchange shops are 
called “Sarraf” and the vendor who does the exchange is called a 
“Sarraf”. However, Sarrafs are more than just currency exchange 
providers as most focus on money transfers as well. We started our 
ethnographic work from a busy shopping plaza which houses more 
than 20 Iranian currency exchange shops in that neighborhood 
alone, and later expanded our research to exchange shops in other 
areas. 

We observed that most of the transactions performed at these 
shops involve Iranian citizens going to the shops, negotiating the 
exchange rate between IRR and Canadian Dollar (CAD) and then, 
having their Iranian debit card swiped on an Iranian Point of Sale 
(POS) device, owned by the shops. The POS devices are behind 
thick, bullet-proof glass that separated the customer and Sarrafs. 
Some of the POS devices are wired and need to be plugged in and 
connected to internet using a LAN cable so they can’t be moved 
to the other side of the glass. After the receipt comes out of the 

Figure 1: Channels for transferring money between Iran and 
Canada. From top to bottom: a) carrying cash on body or in 
a suitcase, b) using POS devices in Iranian Sarrafs, c) using 
third-party banks and businesses in the Arab states of the 
Persian Gulf. 

POS device, indicating that the transaction was successful and the 
money was transferred to the vendor’s bank account in Iran, the 
employees at the exchange shop pay the equivalent amount of 
cash in CAD to the customer. There is usually no formal proof of 
purchase for these transactions except for the small receipts that 
are generated by the POS devices, which are written in Farsi. We 
also noticed that these shops do not start selling until around 11 
AM when the stable exchange rate of IRR to USD is announced 
from the Grand "Bazaar" of Tehran the day before1. A considerable 
portion of fnancial transactions to and from Iran happen at these 
currency exchange shops. However, the Iranian exchange market in 
Toronto is predominantly male-dominated and restricted in access -
having connections is important in being able to get quality service. 
This made the data collection process more difcult for our primary 
researcher, who is female. 

5 INFORMAL WORKAROUNDS 
Iranian immigrants in Canada have come up with creative informal 
workarounds to fulfll their money transferring needs. Figure 1 
demonstrates a summary of the methods used to transfer money 
between Iran and Canada. 

5.1 Money Brokers (Sarrafs) 
We found that a large proportion of Iranian immigrants’ funds 
are transferred through Sarrafs. Even though running a currency 
exchange shop is a formal business, due to the afliations of some 
Sarrafs with other informal transnational services, many of their 
activities are informal. The Sarrafs help transfer money in the 
following ways: 

5.1.1 POS Devices. All of the exchange shops that we visited had 
at least one POS device [59]; this device had been brought from 
Iran and installed in their shops. If a transaction is successful, a 
receipt, written in Farsi, indicating the name of the vendor, date and 
amount of transaction along with other information, is printed by 
the device. We noticed on the receipts that most of the POS devices 
do not belong to Sarrafs in Iran and are actually associated with 
some other businesses. This corresponds to literature that discuss 
how informal fnancial transactions are often carried out within 

1Since USD is the world’s premier reserve currency, the rates of all other currencies 
are calculated based on USD. 
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other legitimate businesses such as import/export, jewelry, foreign 
exchange, and rugs/carpets vendors [18, 34]. The government of 
Iran has banned the use of Iranian POS devices outside of Iran; in 
response, some Sarrafs use Virtual Private Networks (VPN)s to 
change their origin of connection to a location in Iran. Many Sarrafs 
have stopped using POS devices and instead ask their customers 
to deposit the money in IRR to their Iranian bank account through 
other means. 

5.1.2 Cheques and Drafs. Though cheques and drafts2 are con-
sidered to be formal ways of transferring money, in the context 
of Iranian Sarrafs, they are used as part of an informal process of 
customers sending the money in cash or to the Sarrafs’ Iranian bank 
accounts. Cheques and drafts are indicative of the legitimacy of the 
source of money, hence, the customers feel more relaxed about the 
possibility of being questioned by the government. Some Sarrafs 
provide cheques and drafts to their customers, but we found that 
they prefer to avoid this method as much as possible (partly to not 
leave any paper trails), and they try to convince the customers to 
opt for cash as much as possible. We noticed that drafts are only 
issued for large sums with higher exchange rates compared to cash-
based methods. Further, issuing drafts costs more money and time 
than using instantaneous systems. 

5.1.3 Indirect wire transfers. The sanctions targeting the fnancial 
and banking systems of Iran have resulted in an inability to directly 
use wire transferring systems with western countries. However, 
this service is available through some banks or businesses in third-
party countries such as the Arab states of the Persian gulf (e.g. 
UAE), therefore some Sarrafs provide wire transfers via banks or 
businesses located in these countries. Since this is the most formal 
method of transferring money, it is considered to be the most expen-
sive and least time-efcient method among all the available services 
due to the additional required procedures involved. This method 
is mostly used for large sums that are not needed immediately. It 
is worth mentioning that most of our participants had never used 
this method to transfer their funds. 

5.2 Cash on body or in Suitcase 
Many Iranians carry cash while traveling, as a means to transfer 
their funds to and from Iran. Although bringing cash to a foreign 
country in a suitcase (or in any other carrier) is not unique to Iranian 
immigrants, it is one of their main methods that they rely on to bring 
their cash to Canada. There are no restrictions on the amount of 
money that one can bring into or take out of Canada [104]. However, 
one must report monetary amounts equal to or greater than 10,000 
CAD or its equivalent in a foreign currency to the Canada Border 
Services Agency [103]. All of our participants were careful to bring 
less than 10,000 CAD due to the fear of being interrogated through 
the formal declaration process. Others feared that they might lose 
their money or be subject to theft if they carried large amounts of 
cash. As a result, they tended to stay within the limits and bring 
the rest of their funds gradually through other money transferring 
methods. 

2A bank draft is “a payment on behalf of a payer that is guaranteed by the issuing 
bank and ensures the payee a secure form of payment”[72] 

Figure 2: A self-sewn hidden pocket in the pants of one of 
our participants to safely carry cash while they travel. 

Our participants employed diferent creative ways to protect 
their cash against theft and misplacement during their travel time 
to Canada. Examples of such methods include wearing neck wallets 
that can be hidden under their t-shirts, distributing the cash in their 
suitcase, backpacks, and fanny packs, among other creative ways. 
As the following example and fgure 2 show, one participant took 
advantage of his mother’s sewing skills to hide his money. 

“It was my frst time leaving Iran to live in a new 
country. I was young and my family feared that I might 
lose all of our hard-earned money. My mom sewed a 
hidden pocket in my jeans that I was going to wear on 
the airplane to make sure that it’s not going to be stolen 
while I am asleep.” 
(P2, Male, Researcher, 30s) 

Some of our participants believed that bringing cash in suitcases 
from their visits to Iran was the cheapest and most convenient way 
to bring their funds to Canada, despite the risks involved as well 
as the limitations on the amount of money one can take out of or 
bring into each country. 

Carrying cash to Iran was also common among our participants. 
For example, one of our participants who runs a business in Iran, 
carried cash from Canada to Iran with him to avoid hassles: 

“To pay my employees’ salary in Iran , I take cash with 
myself from Canada. Cash is trace-less and this works 
for me. Luckily, there’s no limit on that so I take as 
much as possible ... Although Sarrafs will do this for 
you too, I fnd this method cheaper and faster.” 
(P10, Male, Engineer, 30s) 

When informed by the interviewer that such limits exist, he was 
surprised and said he would never try this method again. 

6 RESIDUAL EXPERIENCES 

6.1 Financial Loss 
6.1.1 Fluctuations, Sarrafs, and Hope. Our participants reported 
that they often lose money due to the fuctuation of exchange 
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rates of IRR. The currency shock in 2018 saw the price of 1 USD 
rise up to almost 190,000 IRR in the free market [43]. This was 
accompanied by major fuctuations in the currency rates, leading 
to a lot of uncertainty among our participants. After the drastic 
decrease in the value of IRR, our participants attempted to save 
the value of their money by purchasing foreign currencies that are 
more stable than IRR. [94]. The increasing price of USD meant that 
people who had converted their money after the falling value in 
IRR had signifcantly less assets compared to those who converted 
their money prior. 

In the face of uncertainty due to extreme fuctuations, many 
exchange shops stopped selling dollars to customers. With the 
price of USD (and CAD accordingly) on an upward trend, the shops 
reasoned that selling at a later stage would allow them to reap more 
profts. Our participants reported that this did not hold for friends, 
family, and loyal customers of these Sarrafs. As we see in the quote 
below, these fuctuations were a signifcant cause of tension for 
customers looking to exchange their currency: 

“When the prices were going up by the minute, you 
could feel the tension in the Sarrafs and the way they 
dealt with customers. I saw people getting into fghts 
at the shops. I remember in one case one Sarraf told 
a customer that the selling price is 150,000 IRR, the 
customer went out to ask other Sarrafs’ rate. When he 
came back, that Sarraf told him: “that price was for 15 
minutes ago. My price is 160,000 IRR now!” 
(P11, Male, Data analyst, 30s) 

In reaction to this situation, our participants responded in two 
diferent ways: the frst was to wait it out and withhold purchasing 
foreign currency if they didn’t have urgent needs, and the second 
was to conform to the higher rates of the Sarrafs. As we see in 
the following quote, one of our participants ended up transferring 
her money through wire transfer via a third country out of despair. 
This method was relatively hassle-free but cost her extra time and 
money: 

“I needed money for my tuition at the time when 
the fuctuations were at their peak. Sarrafs in Toronto 
didn’t sell (dollars) to me, but my father found a Sarraf 
in Tehran through one of his friends who would wire 
transfer the money via a bank in Kuwait. It was more 
expensive and time-consuming than getting cash from 
the Sarrafs in Toronto by swiping my debit card, but I 
didn’t have any other choice. I’m an international stu-
dent and my tuition is high (almost 50,000 CAD). For 
every dollar, I remember we paid 1000 IRR extra. We 
almost paid 50 million IRR (500 CAD) more than what 
we would have paid if I was able to get cash from the 
Sarrafs. On the other hand, this way I didn’t have to 
go all the way to uptown, waste a whole day, and go 
through the stress of handling cash. It was a blessing 
and a curse.” 
(P6, Female, Student, 20s) 

6.1.2 Transportation and Insecurity. The formal methods of trans-
ferring money (such as drafts, wire transfers, etc.) are difcult for 
Iranians due to various reasons such as higher rates and costs of 

transactions, lack of direct availability, and the hassle of fnding 
trustworthy agents (who require the customers to transfer high 
amounts of money), etc. Therefore, they generally tend to use more 
cash-based methods such as bringing physical cash from Iran or 
using Iranian debit cards at Sarrafs in exchange for CAD. Since the 
Sarrafs usually tend to give cash to their customers rather than 
drafts, one challenge is to carry the cash and safely deposit it at an 
ATM or a bank branch. One of our participants said: 

“My friend purchased $9000 CAD from a Sarraf. He 
put the money in the glove compartment of his car and 
stopped to buy cofee. When he got back, he realized 
that the cash is gone! He thinks someone might have 
followed him from the Sarraf. He reported this to the 
police but he never got his money back.” 
(P8, Male, Salesman, 40s) 

One of our participants noted the risk involved with carrying 
money in pocket or suitcase when travelling: 

“I intended to bring 10,000 CAD to Canada and I didn’t 
want to put all of my eggs in one basket, so I distributed 
the cash in diferent places. I put most of it in my back-
pack, part of it in my suitcase, and carried the rest in 
my pocket. I fgured since I have my immigration doc-
uments, and other valuable items in my backpack, I 
will be watching it closely. When I arrived in Canada, 
I realized that all the cash in my backpack is gone but 
all my other belongings were there. Someone must have 
seen the envelope and took it from my backpack while I 
was asleep on the airplane." 
(P12, Male, Graduate Student, 20s) 

6.1.3 Third Parties and Double-Charging. As a result of sanctions, 
Iranians are no longer allowed to trade in USD. To comply with 
the U.S. sanctions, Canadian banks have previously closed USD ac-
counts of Iranian citizens (including Iranian-Canadian dual citizens) 
[98, 99]. Due to the global prevalence of USD and Euros, purchasing 
these currencies in Iran is far more convenient than purchasing 
other currencies, such as CAD, so most of our participants had ex-
changed their money to USD, prior to coming to Canada. Following 
this, most of our participants had to convert their USD to other 
currencies, such as Euros or CAD, because they could not store their 
money in USD in Canadian banks. The fuctuating and declining 
rates of the IRR also made it unappealing to convert their funds 
back to IRR. Depending on the exchange rate between USD and 
CAD to other currencies, and considering the possible fall of other 
currencies against USD over longer periods, this meant a potential 
loss in the value of their money. 

“My husband and I brought USD in cash from Iran, 
but we didn’t want to open a USD bank account here 
since my friends’ USD accounts had been closed before. 
We had to convert our money to CAD to deposit it in 
a bank. The day after we exchanged our money, the 
exchange rate from USD to CAD went up and we lost 
almost $200." 
(P1, Female, Engineer, 20s) 
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In the midst of fuctuations, it is often hard to fnd a stable 
exchange rate. The following quote from one of the Sarrafs out-
lines the various factors considered in determining the informal 
exchange rate given to customers: 

“We get the exchange rate of USD to IRR from the 
previous day’s free market in Iran (this factors in all the 
components such as the exchange rate between IRR and 
United Arab Emirates Dirham, price of oil, infation, 
fscal and monetary policies of Iran, etc) and then apply 
the global exchange rate between USD and CAD after 
that. This is the price that we tell customers when they 
ask to buy CAD with IRR.” 
(Male, Sarraf, 50s) 

Considering that all the currency exchange shops use the “selling 
rate” (which is higher than the “buying rate”, the rate they use to buy 
currency from the customers) to calculate the ultimate rate from 
IRR to other currencies, exchanging IRR to currencies other than 
USD is more expensive for Iranians compared to citizens of other 
countries. In other words, Iranians lose more money compared 
to people of other nationalities who only have to account for the 
exchange rate between their currency and USD. 

6.2 Trust, Uncertainty, and Privacy 
6.2.1 Uncertainty about rate and availability. After the withdrawal 
of the U.S. from the JCPOA in 2018, the exchange rate between USD 
to IRR ascended rapidly. Due to these considerable fuctuations in 
the exchange rate and the sudden plummet of the value of the Rial, 
many Iranians rushed to exchange their IRR to other currencies [40, 
94]. Following the re-imposition of the sanctions, many Iranians are 
anxious about an uncertain future where their net worth continues 
to drop on a daily basis: 

“I run a business in Iran, and I check the exchange rates 
every day to see whether my business will go out of work. 
There are a couple of websites that I trust and check. You 
can see them in the topmost frequently visited websites 
of my browser. I think they show the real rate, plus-
minus a small, insignifcant amount.” 
(P8, Male, Salesman, 40s) 

Money transferring methods that involve trusting another party 
add another layer of stress and uncertainty. As we see in the fol-
lowing quote, the lack of paper-trail in existing informal systems 
hinders the ability of customers to approach ofcials and subse-
quently track down violators: 

“I’ve worked with most of the Sarrafs in that area. One 
of the very well-known ones took 6 months to give me 
my money. I had to call them every day to follow-up, 
and they made excuses each time. They told me that 
after I paid them in IRR, the rate had gone up, and they 
didn’t have enough money to pay me in CAD due to 
their loss! After learning about their untrustworthiness, 
I tried to do business with other Sarrafs, but sooner or 
later, they all gave me a reason not to trust them. Finally, 
one of them didn’t pay the 90,000 CAD he owed me. He 
closed his shop and ran away. I went to the police, but 
all I had were a bunch of receipts, all written in Farsi, 

that came out of POS devices. The name of the shops on 
the receipts indicated that the POS devices belonged to 
random shops in Iran that were not even Sarrafs! My 
money is gone, and I have no proof to get it back.” 
(P8, Male, Salesman, 40s) 

As the exchange rate fuctuated by the hour (or often by the 
minute) during peak days, customers noted that the Sarrafs would 
often not honor their promised prices but would increase them 
instead. 

“Uncertainty about the price and availability of dollar 
was the biggest challenge for me. There were many 
times when I needed money, and the Sarrafs didn’t sell 
to me because of the fuctuations. I followed the news 
every day to be able to predict when cash is going to 
become unavailable.” 
(P11, Male, Data analyst, 30s) 

6.2.2 Fear of the Government and Tax Revenue Agency. Almost all 
the participants noted their fear of having their assets frozen if the 
government of Canada asks them for proof of how they received 
their money. Many Iranians had stored USD in cash at their home 
in Iran and brought them to Canada with insufcient proof about 
their origin (where and how purchased). This fear is exacerbated 
in participants who had transactions that were more frequent and 
in large amounts. 

“My friend once had a deposit of 15,000 CAD to his 
bank account. The bank froze his account for further in-
vestigations until the source of his money was revealed. 
He didn’t have access to his bank account for 6 months 
and had to live of the cash that he borrowed from his 
friends.” 
(P8, Male, Salesman, 40s) 

Further, participants feared ramifcations from their actions back 
in Iran, as we see in the following quote: 

“I don’t trust these POS devices. I’m skeptical about 
their legitimacy, yet I have to use them to get money. I’m 
afraid that in the future, the government of Iran might 
press charges on me for using my card on illegitimate 
machines outside of Iran. People say that they are not 
legal to use outside of Iran, but the Sarrafs in Canada 
are still using them ...” 
(P11, Male, Data analyst, 30s) 

6.2.3 Privacy. The POS devices are not directly accessible to the 
customers due to the thick glass between them and the Sarraf; 
during the transaction, the Sarraf asks for the customer’s debit card 
and the pin number so they can enter the agreed upon amount in 
IRR and withdraw the money out of their account. Usually in these 
cases, the customer has to say their pin number out loud. This was 
not perceived to be safe, especially if there were other customers 
or employees in their vicinity. In the quote below, we see how one 
of our participants attempted to negotiate this privacy concern: 

“Sometimes there are other customers at the Sarraf, 
too; I don’t want other people to know my Iranian debit 
card’s PIN code. It’s not safe. So whenever a Sarraf 
employee asks for my PIN, I write it down on a small 
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piece of paper and slide it to the other side of the thick 
glass. After the transaction, I ask them to destroy that 
piece of paper.” 
(P11, Male, Data analyst, 30s) 

However, as the primary researcher has personally experienced, 
this act of getting a client’s card and asking for the pin is common 
in Iran. Recently in Iran, some new POS systems come with two 
devices, one on the client side and one for the merchant so that the 
privacy of customers is maintained. Some Sarrafs have begun to 
respond to the privacy concerns of their customers by installing 
the new two-device POS devices. It is worthwhile mentioning that 
the tap system does not work with the current models of Iranian 
POS devices, and the client has to insert or swipe their debit card 
into the machines physically. 

6.3 Hacking the system 
The creative solutions to circumvent the hurdles in transferring 
money are not always straightforward and often involve convoluted 
steps. 

6.3.1 The Afermath: Breaking Down the Money. All of our par-
ticipants who transferred large amounts of money told us that, 
based on their experiences, they know that banks in Canada are 
obliged to report transactions of more than a certain amount to 
the Canada Revenue Agency (CRA). Such transactions are moni-
tored and might be subject to audition for anti-money laundering 
purposes. During the auditing period, the money is withheld by 
the bank until the source of the money is determined. Some of our 
participants mentioned that deposit amounts more than 7,000 CAD 
are subject to audit whereas others believed this number is 10,000 
CAD. None of our participants had their money frozen by banks 
but they had heard stories from friends and family members whom 
had experienced this before. Our participants mentioned that to be 
on the safe side, if they were to deposit large amounts of cash, they 
would do so in smaller chunks. 

To comply with anti-money laundering policies, most countries 
have set a limit for electronic transfers within their country. This 
holds true for Canada, as well as Iran. In Canada, there is usually 
a limit of 3,000 CAD per day (although this could be increased) 
that can be transferred using the internal Interac e-Transfer system 
without the need to visit a branch. In Iran, this limit per debit card 
is 30 million IRR (roughly 245 USD). Thus, in order to transfer 
more than these amounts to the Sarraf’s Iranian bank account (if 
done through online banking, not the POS devices), or informal 
transfers with their friends, our participants reported that they have 
to complete such transactions in installments over multiple days. In 
such instances, the issue of price fuctuation caused troubles with 
some of the Sarrafs, reneging on handshake deals with respect to 
lower prices. Alternatively, the customer would have to physically 
go to a branch to make the transaction in one installment. Despite 
the risks involved with storing large amounts of cash at home, or 
in safe boxes at banks (due to the lack of supporting documents 
that establish a clear money trail), one participant noted that they 
engaged in such practices to avoid government suspicion regarding 
their income. 

6.3.2 Timezone diferences: Before and afer 3:30 PM. There is a 
time diference of 8.5 hours between Tehran and Toronto. Therefore, 
after 3:30 PM in Toronto, any transaction is considered to be done 
in a new trading day. As the transaction withdrawal limit using a 
POS device is 500 million IRR per day per debit card, if a person 
uses their debit card before and after 3:30 PM Toronto time, they 
can withdraw 1000 million IRR in a day in Toronto. 

“I had heard that the government of Iran is going to 
impose a withdrawal limit per person and debit card, 
so I made my large transactions before that. Now, if I 
need more than 10,000 CAD in a day, I use my family 
members’ Iranian debit card.” 
(P8, Male, Salesman, 40s) 

However, this hack is difcult for Iranians who have full-time 
jobs since they would need to take a break in the middle of a 
workday to go to a diferent part of the city for this: 

“I have to leave my ofce in downtown at around noon, 
take the subway all the way to uptown, get the money, 
wait until after 3:30, get more money, deposit it in my 
bank account, and come back to the ofce. By the time 
I’m back, the day is almost over. I’m a busy man and 
this is a lot of time to waste in a day just to get my 
money!” 
(P5, Male, Professor, 40s) 

In our most recent visits to the site, we found out that Sarrafs 
do not sell after 3:30 PM anymore. When we asked, the Sarrafs 
explained that it is because some of their POS devices have been 
“fagged” by the central bank of Iran and have stopped working since 
then. They also mentioned that the central bank got suspicious of 
the abnormally large amounts of transactions that were recorded 
by these devices after midnight in Iran. 

6.3.3 Multiple Debit Cards. In late 2018, in response to the signif-
cant amount of money fowing out of Iran due to repeated transac-
tions made by Iranians expatriates, the government of Iran imposed 
a limit on the amount of money each person and each Iranian debit 
card can withdraw. This limit is 500 million IRR (around 4040 USD 
at the time of writing this paper) per debit card per day. Also, each 
individual can only withdraw 1000 million IRR (around 8080 USD 
at the time of writing this paper) per day, regardless of the number 
of debit cards that they hold as the Iranian government keeps track 
of individual’s bank accounts across all banks in Iran. 

Depending on the amount of money needed, Iranian customers 
used a combination of diferent workarounds to withdraw money 
from their bank accounts in Iran. In some cases, customers would 
bring their family or friends’ debit cards in order to be able to make 
multiple withdrawal transactions. For example, by borrowing a 
debit card from a family member and using the multiple trading 
day technique, one can withdraw up to 4,000 million IRR (around 
32,000 USD). Though this is an unlikely situation for day to day 
purposes, it can be a reasonable amount for a newcomer, at least for 
the frst few months of transferring their assets from back home. 

6.4 Collaborative Creativity 
All the informal workarounds for moving money mentioned in 
this paper are a result of actors collaborating across nations. For 
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example, the use of the POS devices is possible only because of 
the Sarrafs in Canada and local contacts back in Iran working 
together to maintain and support this fnancial service. Similar 
collaboration is required when trading with exchange shops in 
third-party countries. 

6.4.1 Social Ties. We found that having connections and strong 
social ties within the fnancial sector community has a direct impact 
on receiving better services in terms of rate, speed, reliability and 
availability. In the example below, our participant claims that their 
connections with a particular Sarraf and their loyalty, guarantees 
the availability of currency for them. 

“I have been working with this Sarraf for over a year 
now. They know me when I enter their shop. They al-
ways sell to me, even when other shops stop selling due 
to price fuctuations. I’m always sure that I can get buy 
from them.” 
(P5, Male, Professor, 40s) 

This participant claims that referrals and even indirect connec-
tions have helped them get better rates as well as faster service 
with less hassles: 

“I never go to a Sarraf. My father’s friend is a regular 
customer of this Sarraf. I just call them and ask the rate 
(they usually give me a better price than other Sarrafs), 
my father deposits the money to their bank account in 
Iran, and I see CAD in my bank account in a day!” 
(P7, Female, Engineer, 20s) 

We also see how informal household relationships shape the 
power dynamics with respect to the fnancial decisions of female 
participants, especially those who were married. Invariably, the 
men took the lead in managing fnancial afairs: 

“I’m sorry I don’t know much about transferring money. 
I have never been to a Sarraf. My husband takes care 
of fnancial matters like this. I can ask him about his 
experience for you." 
(P1, Female, Engineer, 20s) 

Almost all of our female participants were less knowledgeable 
about fnancial matters and available fnancial services compared to 
male participants. Despite our studied population being relatively 
educated and well-of, we still found that women were more likely 
to have less fnancial knowledge. 

6.4.2 Power of Negotiation. Negotiations of value are an integral 
part of informal markets [30], where extended conversations be-
tween market actors help reduce information asymmetries and 
uncertainty. This holds true for informal exchange communities 
as well, where information seeking about exchange rates is trans-
formed into a social activity. This is a complex practice, shaped by 
social relations, the amount of transactions, and method of currency 
exchange. For example, if a customer chooses to take cash over a 
draft, they would get better deals. 

“I usually negotiate with the Sarrafs. I check the rates 
of a couple of shops before deciding on which shop to 
buy from; then I tell them that I have a better rate from 
another shop. Usually, they ofer me a lower rate to 

match their rivals!” 
(P10, Co-Founder of a startup, 30s) 

As the above quote shows, the many Sarrafs competing with 
each other drive prices down and allow experienced buyers to get 
a competitive price. 

6.4.3 Telegram, Information, and channels. We found that our par-
ticipants depend heavily on social media to check the rates and 
availability of foreign currency. The majority of them were active 
members of related Facebook groups as well as channels in Tele-
gram, the most popular instant messaging application in Iran. 

“There are a lot of such channels. I can add you to the 
ones that I subscribe to, and you can fnd many other 
channels advertised in them as well as other in-demand 
Iranian channels.” 
(P2, Researcher, 30s) 

Despite Telegram being blocked in 2018 by the government of 
Iran, it remains the most popular instant messaging application 
for Iranians inside [68] and outside [101] of the country. Facebook, 
on the other hand, has been blocked in Iran for a longer period of 
time and is not as popular as Telegram within Iranians living in 
Iran [74] yet due to its global popularity, it is frequently used by the 
Iranians outside of Iran. Iranian immigrants, especially newcomers 
in Canada, rely heavily on Telegram and Facebook, particularly 
during their initial settlement phase. There are various Iranian Tele-
gram channels and Facebook groups in Farsi on general information 
and laws about immigrating to Canada, fnding housing (to rent 
or buy), building a good credit history, buying cars and how insur-
ance works in Canada, etc. People further use these mediums to 
discuss where to fnd diferent quality services such as Sarrafs, or 
Iranian supermarkets. All issues about settling in a new country are 
discussed through groups and channels in Telegram and Facebook. 

However, we also noticed that Telegram channels and Facebook 
groups were primary sources of immigration and settlement re-
lated information, mostly for newcomers or those who were not 
very tech-savvy. On the other hand, more experienced participants 
reported that they rely on websites more than social media when it 
comes to fnancial matters. 

“I only trust the ofcial websites of the Sarrafs in 
Canada and the Union of Sarrafs in Iran. They give 
me a reasonable estimate at every hour.” 
(P8, Male, Salesman, 40s) 

7 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
In the sections above, we have presented how the Iranian commu-
nity living in Toronto often struggles to make fnancial transactions 
to and from Iran because of the fnancial sanctions imposed on their 
country. We have explained how those sanctions have meant that 
many digital fnancial technologies are unable to serve Iranian peo-
ple. Our fndings show how this resulted in a loss of money and 
time, fear, uncertainty, and other various hassles. In the face of such 
adversity, the Iranian immigrant community in Toronto has found 
ways to leverage existing transnational networks to circumvent 
the infrastructural challenges that impede their economic security. 
However, these networks are not unique to just this community. Im-
migrants around the Global North, especially those from low and 
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middle-income countries, have similar experiences, confronting 
fnancial loss, uncertainty, and fear with respect to their basic f-
nancial needs. Setting up life in a new country is often contingent 
on the ability to transfer assets; however, many fnd themselves 
stymied by infrastructural marginalization shaped by global poli-
tics, resulting in a lack of access to digital fnancial services that 
most in the Global North take for granted. Our fndings, hence, 
depict a story of marginalization through digital infrastructures for 
many such immigrants and generate several important lessons for 
HCI researchers. 

7.1 HCI and Informality 
In this paper, we bring informality to the attention of Fintech HCI 
research. We argue that studying informality will allow designers 
to conceptualize the day-to-day fnancial activities that people in 
marginalized groups engage in, but which are not taken into ac-
count by formal economic analysis. Furthermore, in times of shock 
or when formal systems fail or exclude particular groups of peo-
ple, informal systems are what most communities fall back upon 
[105]. These informal systems - historical and resilient - are key to 
understanding the design of fnancial technologies that are more 
inclusive. We stress that informal here is not in direct opposition 
to existing formal regulations - in doing so, we eschew simplistic 
binaries of formal/informal and instead argue for a postcolonial 
perspective to informality [136]. The choice between informal and 
formal fnancial services invariably boils down to a trade-of be-
tween fexibility and accountability. With respect to the Sarrafs, 
we see how currency exchange rates are fexible and open to ne-
gotiations, allowing customers to get the best possible real-time 
exchange rates. For example, informal services often include trans-
actions on holidays with close to zero waiting time. Further, there is 
little need for bureaucratic artefacts such as ID cards or even local 
bank accounts. Thus, they open up fnancial spaces to people who 
might otherwise be left out. On the fip side, these services have 
little or no paper trails. The absence of formal receipts and bureau-
cratic oversight also are not without their associated risks; these 
risks are amplifed in the absence of existing social relationships -
a situation that is not to uncommon with new immigrants [78]. We 
do not seek to view these informal systems as an exotic “other”, nor 
do we seek to romanticize them. Rather these systems are a mani-
festation of the social, political, and material realities of everyday 
life as immigrants. The informal workarounds that we describe in 
this paper are communities simply fnding ways to get around the 
structural constraints that impede their fnancial freedom. 

Our paper further demonstrates how fnancial activities are 
shaped by informal household relationships: women often face 
more difculties than men even within a marginalized group. Our 
data reveals two kinds of gender-based diferences in the Iranian 
immigrant community. First, many women show a lack of interest 
and often hold a limited stake in the fnancial decision making of 
their household. This is often a refection of the Iranian culture 
where men usually handle the fnancial matters of the family and 
constitutes a signifcant challenge towards women’s fnancial in-
clusion. Second, the fnancial exchange shops that we studied are 
male dominated and there were few female Sarrafs there. As a re-
sult, it is often uncomfortable for a woman to go there and get 

essential money transferring and exchange services. Many public 
informal markets in the Global South also sufer from this problem, 
and we identify this as a noteworthy challenge towards women’s 
participation in FinTech. We call for attention of HCI researchers 
and practitioners to look into these issues to make future FinTech 
environments more inclusive. 

7.2 Transnational HCI and Finance 
This paper broadens the scope of FinTech HCI to international poli-
tics, which we argue, is immensely important in today’s globalized 
world. While money is personal and private, it is also public and 
political in nature. Ranging from the acceptance and value of cur-
rency to their smoothness in their fow - a transnational perspective 
ofers a wide range of topics and lenses to conceptualize various 
challenges and opportunities around fnancial technologies. We 
argue that these aspects of global politics also impact how people, 
even in their very personal sphere, deal with their personal fnance. 
Hence, understanding human interaction with FinTech needs to 
go beyond an individual’s personal, familial, and cultural values 
and should also tie to the broader contemporary global politics that 
essentially shape the economic atmosphere of the world. Transna-
tional HCI has already begun to analyze how people, knowledge, 
and goods move across difering spatial and political contexts, with 
studies [123, 144] stressing that, as designers, we need to be aware 
of how people’s lived experiences are now enmeshed in global net-
works. This paper adds to this literature by making visible how 
informal processes straddle political borders and bridge immigrants 
with their home countries. The study of transnational informality 
highlights the constant movement of resources and people. Further, 
the fuid dynamism of informal fnancial systems such as Hawala 
emerges from the same forces of globalization that seek to regulate 
it. 

Our research also contributes to the emerging body of work 
within HCI around refugees and immigrants, politics of residuality, 
and the community practice of making (see [9, 46, 64, 92, 130, 131], 
for example). The existing body of work is predominantly focused 
on the immediate needs of the migrants including food, medicine, 
shelter, and employment. While these are important, these com-
munities also face challenges while settling down for a long-term 
in a foreign land. Addressing those challenges will require us to 
deeply examine the factors shaping inclusion within the service 
infrastructures of a country, many of which are not favorable for 
immigrants. While our study reveals the struggles of Iranian com-
munity with Canada’s fnancial infrastructure, there are many other 
struggles related to language, education, and employment that also 
need to be examined thoroughly to identify and reduce the im-
pact of such exclusions. Our study also contributes to the growing 
body of work around local resistance, vernacular art, craft, and 
collaboration within marginalized communities (see [8, 57, 70, 113], 
for example). The ‘hacking’ and ‘social engineering’ mechanisms 
that we described in this paper demonstrate how people come up 
with ‘innovations’ in times of need through shared knowledge and 
collaboration and ‘make do’ things. Such innovation and creativity 
often fall outside the interest of Western design and formal inno-
vative processes of making [11]. We argue that understanding and 
supporting such grassroots-level innovative initiatives can lead the 
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discipline towards a more sustainable form of making. This paper 
also joins the growing body of HCI work in privacy and security 
outside the mainstream western paradigm (see [4–7, 56], for exam-
ple). We argue that focusing on the situated practices of ‘secret’ 
activities will enrich HCI with more supportive technologies that 
will assist many marginalized groups. 

7.3 Design Implications 
Finally, we turn to the design implications of our study. Our study 
shows that the Iranian community in Toronto is able to come up 
with many innovative strategies to circumvent existing infrastruc-
tural challenges; however, these strategies do not come without 
obstacles. Many of them remain in fear of theft because the Sarrafs 
primarily deal with cash. Additionally, there is always an overarch-
ing fear of having their assets frozen by Canadian law-enforcement 
that often stems from their lack of knowledge about the local laws. 
We believe that HCI research can support this community by de-
signing technologies with them. 

Designing for informality involves a deep engagement with the 
community and leveraging existing informal relationships and so-
cial mechanisms that can help prevent possible misuse (for example, 
money laundering). These closely-knit social networks help in cre-
ating the rules, norms, and incentives [80] that can be implemented 
using decentralized technical architectures such as blockchains [39] 
to design community-driven fnancial transaction methods. For ex-
ample, newcomers looking to fnd the appropriate social support 
to get a fair price in the informal market, could be served through 
an online volunteer community closely connected to the local Sar-
rafs. A potential solution for accountable cross-border transfers, 
that the researchers are working on, is the implementation of a 
community-regulated digital fnancial system. This system will 
work with existing ofine transnational communities to match 
pairs of people looking to transfer money, so that people can trans-
fer within their own countries, rather than actually moving it across 
borders. We hope to create trust in such a system through the social 
regulation that is inherent in closely-knit communities. Thus, we 
see a potential for many HCI innovative design interventions in 
this area that can serve a large number of immigrants in the West 
to send and receive money to and from their home countries. 
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