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Abstract 

This thesis analyses the use and formation of social networks among the asylum 

seeker and refugee population in Northern Ireland. The social network perspective 

considers the phenomenon of migration as being socially embedded and places social 

relationships as its most important feature. Whilst the significance of social networks 

within migration theory remains paramount, contemporary empirical research has 

shown a shift in how they are utilised in response to wider social and political 

contexts. Social networks that traditionally supported asylum migration are argued to 

have lost their potency as ‘new geographies’ of asylum migration have been 

emerging. It is within this context that this thesis considers asylum migration to 

Northern Ireland and provides a deeper understanding of the significance of social 

networks. The anticipatory and transit phases of migration are investigated and are 

followed by an analysis of the initial resettlement and formative integration of 

asylum seekers and refugees currently residing in Northern Ireland. Using 

Granovetter’s (1973) ‘strength of weak ties’ theory, this work offers insights into the 

utility and establishment of social networks throughout asylum migration, beginning 

with the initial decision to migrate through to the post-arrival period. 

This research employs a qualitative methodology, multi-pronged in focus and 

encompassing semi-structured interviews, diary studies, focus groups and participant 

observation with members of Northern Ireland’s asylum seeker and refugee 

population. Additionally, interviews with representatives from a range of refugee 

support organisations are utilised to provide broader background and context to 

Northern Ireland as a terminus. The research shows that an absence of ‘migrant 

networks’ and an inability to use legal channels of migration frequently necessitates 

the use of human-smugglers to enable migrant travel. Where strong ties fail to 

facilitate asylum migration and non-commercial ‘weak’ ties have limited scope, it is 

predominantly ‘weak’ commercial ties with smugglers, which deliver the desired 

outcome. As a result, Northern Ireland has become a destination of chance and not 

choice.  

Migration decision-making, predominantly in ‘forced’ circumstances, is commonly 

undertaken by family members and consequently the asylum seekers themselves 

have little input into the planning process. Evidence illuminates the process of 
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human-smuggling during transit and the involvement of a rehearsed ritual of 

appropriate travel behaviour, which clients are expected to perform to evade border 

detection. Upon arrival, many asylum seekers and refugees face abandonment and 

are commonly lied to by their smugglers. These findings reinforce the idea of a 

corrupt ‘business model’ of smuggling. Occasionally though, advice and acts of 

compassion by smugglers do take place. This caveat notwithstanding, without 

established social networks to enable access to social and material resources and to 

lessen psychological stresses upon arrival, developing new social networks are 

paramount in the asylum seeker’s coping strategy. Creating social networks, which 

mainly develop from ‘weak’ - informal and formal - origins within specific liminal 

and interstitial contexts, is critical for the successful transition towards integration in 

the new society. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction: Seeking Sanctuary in Northern Ireland 

1.1 Introduction 

The forced migration of people has increasingly caught the attention of the world’s 

media. On the 20 September 2015, a news article from The Guardian had as its 

headline, “Human migration will be a defining issue of this century. How best to 

cope?” (Betts 2015: 1). The article reported that the displacement of people has been 

rising year-on-year but, until now, has been viewed as an issue relevant only to other 

parts of the world and not Europe - areas such as the Middle East and Africa, where 

most refugee movement originates and border crossings to neighbouring countries is 

prolific, have been the focus for concern. However, since late 2014, the European 

Union has, for the first time, been confronted with the arrival of large numbers of 

refugees from outside Europe. The UNHCR’s (2015a) annual figures reported a 

radical increase in the number of Mediterranean Sea crossings to Europe - Italy and 

Greece, predominantly - throughout 2015. Over that year the number increased 

exponentially to over one million. A further 34,000 people crossed by land from 

Turkey via Eastern Europe (UNHCR 2015b). Eighty-four percent of the total annual 

figure came from the world’s top ten refugee producing countries and were believed 

to be fleeing war and persecution. Syrians who escaped war in their country 

accounted for almost one half of the total - half a million people. The movement of 

people is adjudged to be primarily a (maritime) ‘refugee crisis’ (UNHCR 2015b). 

Perilous sea crossings are still taking place at the time of writing, as people seek safe 

places to live. Of course, asylum migration to Europe is not a new phenomenon. It 

has occurred for decades and in many forms, incorporating member states beyond the 

Southern and Eastern frontline. Understanding the realities of contemporary asylum 

seeking and its spread is imperative in this era of increasing mobility through 

‘forced’ migration. 

The study of migration has a long history. Classical migration theory was presented 

by Ernst Georg Ravenstein in the latter period of the nineteenth century. Through the 

development of a set of ‘laws’ (Lee 1966; Grigg 1977), he provided the first 

theoretical reasoning for the movement of people. Economic gain was recognised as 
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the central motivation for migration and it is this rationale that still remains within 

more recent migration theories (see Chapter Two). The critical work of Douglas 

Massey in the 1990s, however, offered a sociological perspective to migration 

theory, which shed light on alternative explanation for international migration and its 

perpetuation. Massey’s work added a contextual viewpoint missing from previous 

economic-centred models and bought theoretical grounding to the existence of social 

networks and their influence on migration (Massey 1990; Massey et al. 1993).  

The social network perspective understands migration as being socially embedded 

and places social relationships as a major feature in enabling its occurrence. Its 

significance within migration theory remains paramount. Indeed, its application to 

the understanding of ‘irregular’ migration and the movement of people along non-

traditional streams has been significant. Nonetheless, contemporary empirical 

research has shown a shift in how social networks are utilised in response to the 

wider social and political context (Collyer 2003, 2006; Engbersen 2013). Koser and 

Pinkerton (2002a) also recognise that social networks, which usually support asylum 

migration to the UK, have lost their potency, arguing that ‘new geographies’ of 

asylum migration have been taking place. Their research into social networks and 

dissemination of information about country of destination places focus on the 

‘transit’ stage, indicating information collected along the migration route is important 

in narrowing down the final destination choice. The consequence of human-

smugglers in facilitating asylum migration and as sources of information was also 

demonstrated.  

A key challenge to future research, reported by Koser and Pinkerton (2002a), is the 

development of social networks analysis to incorporate smugglers and in particular 

their capacity to facilitate or hinder the migration of asylum seekers. This thesis 

accepts this challenge and seeks to increase our knowledge of contemporary asylum 

migration trajectories to Northern Ireland, providing further clarity of the 

significance of social networks and the role of smugglers. Indeed, this study presents 

findings that indicate a clear lack of social networks linking asylum seekers to 

Northern Ireland (twelve percent of research particiapnts interviewed) and a 

significant reliance on human-smugglers to facilitate asylum migration. These 

findings and the small numbers of people involved makes Northern Ireland a 

particularly interesting study context.  
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In-depth analysis of asylum seekers’ and refugees’ experiences on the move reveals a 

resolute experiential illustration of the ‘business’ of smuggling (see Bilger et al. 

2006; van Liempt and Doomernik 2006). The anticipatory and transit phases of 

migration will be investigated as well as initial resettlement and formative integration 

of asylum seekers and refugees currently residing in Northern Ireland (not host-

migrant integration per se). Using a social networks perspective, and particularly 

Granovetter’s (1973) ‘strength of weak ties’ theory (see Chapter Three), this thesis 

will offer insight into the utility and formation of social networks throughout asylum 

migration. 

Using a qualitative methodological approach, which includes a variety of specific 

research methods (see Chapter Four), the nuances of asylum migration to Northern 

Ireland will be illustrated. The complexities involved, including reasons to exit the 

country of origin and means of international spatial mobility (see Chapter Five), and 

the extent and limitations of specific social networks within an ever-restrictive world 

of stringent border controls (see Chapter Six) will be investigated. Analytical 

discussion will centre on access to smuggler networks and smuggler-client relations. 

Furthermore, insight into the experiences of asylum seekers and refugees as they 

immediately enter their asylum destination and resettle into their new surroundings is 

provided (Chapter Seven). The thesis offers insight into ‘pioneer’ asylum migration 

to a new destination, which sits outside the parameters of conventional theoretical 

understandings of migration. Specifically, it offers a perspective on migration not 

determined solely by transnational social networks and provides answers to questions 

about why and how people migrate; questions which continue to vex researchers 

(Cohen and Sirkeci 2016). 

It was this quest to more fully understand migration that stimulated my interest in 

undertaking an analysis of asylum migration to Northern Ireland. I have experience 

of spending several years working with asylum seekers and refugees in Belfast, 

where I was witness to the challenges they face daily. Interest in understanding social 

networks resulted from my involvement as a refugee community support worker and 

observations made about new and recent arrivals. Their vulnerability and isolation, 

and the means by which they established contact with other asylum seekers or 

refugees, intensified a curiosity about how Northern Ireland became their destination 

and their coping strategies as exiles. Such professional experience enabled the issues 
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they face and the difficulties confronted to be investigated more fully. My 

interpersonal networks and mutual acquaintance with the asylum seeker and refugee 

community in Northern Ireland gave me a gateway to researching the complex social 

phenomenon of asylum migration. The qualitative methodology employed has 

allowed their voices to be heard and their stories to enter the scholastic domain. This 

thesis not only respects these voices and the stories they tell but also illuminates their 

strength and resilience by paying attention to the subjective dimensions of their 

mobility experiences. 

1.2 Setting the Scene: Northern Ireland 

While research centred upon the UK as an asylum destination exists (Koser and 

Pinkerton 2002a; Robinson and Segrott 2002; Crawley 2010; Blinder 2015), 

Northern Ireland-specific research is underdeveloped, despite the fact that the area 

offers an insightful empirical research location for a number of reasons. 

Geographically, Northern Ireland is separated from the rest of the UK and Europe. 

Entry by plane or sea is required and so, buffered from the rest of the world by the 

European continent and the Atlantic Ocean, it remains physically hard to reach. This 

strongly contrasts with other ‘overburdened’ refugee-host member states on the 

European Union’s periphery. Intra-Ireland access via the shared, porous land border 

between the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland, with transport options 

connecting both states, provides further potential entry points. Crossing to Northern 

Ireland from the Republic of Ireland occurs among asylum claimants.  

From a resettlement and integration perspective, Northern Ireland is structurally and 

pragmatically dissimilar to Great Britain. While asylum policy for the whole of the 

UK is administered from Westminster, differences occur regionally. Northern Ireland 

is not part of the UK-wide dispersal programme, which moves new asylum seekers 

from London and South-east England to other areas of the UK (Robinson et al. 2003; 

Zetter et al. 2005; Gill 2009). Within the Northern Ireland context, patterns of 

resettlement are distinct in that once asylum seekers arrive in Belfast they remain 

there and can begin to develop their social networks. Currently, further education 

opportunities are immediately available in Northern Ireland, in contrast to England 

where newly arrived asylum seekers must wait six months before eligibility of 

admission is accepted. In Northern Ireland asylum seekers are primarily housed in 
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private landlord accommodation or Housing Associations within local communities, 

therefore, potentially supporting community integration (although this is often 

difficult for statutory officials to manage given the uncertainty of housing and 

service need). Commonly, in the rest of the UK, asylum seekers are placed in ‘hard-

to-let’ properties, predominantly in deprived areas where other people do not want to 

live. They generally reside alongside people in established immigrant communities 

where residents share similar cultural identities and common language (Stewart 

2009). This process limits the possibility of forming varied social networks.  

Point-of-arrival procedures also differ between Northern Ireland and Great Britain. In 

the former, in-country applications for asylum may be lodged at Bryson Intercultural 

and fresh claims administered at Drumkeen House, both located within Belfast. In 

the latter, all asylum seekers are required to claim asylum in Croydon and lodge fresh 

claims, in person, in Liverpool, regardless of their arrival location (Asylum Help 

2014). The Belfast asylum application process, due to its geographical centrality, is 

comparatively less cumbersome for newly arrived asylum seekers. However, on a 

more long-term structural level, the current failure of Northern Ireland’s devolved 

government to issue a Refugee Integration Strategy and a contemporary Racial 

Equality Strategy provides a major obstacle in supporting pragmatic integration for 

asylum seekers, refugees and other ‘migrants’. Northern Ireland is, notably, the only 

region within the UK without a Refugee Integration Strategy.  

Additionally, a comparison of migration history between Northern Ireland and Great 

Britain reveals other important differences. The latter has experienced substantial 

immigration over generations: from former colonies and territories of the British 

Empire; through asylum seeking since the signing of the United Nations 1951 

Refugee Convention; and from member states of the European Union. A product of 

this immigration legacy is the establishment of ethnic communities across major 

cities and towns. A similar occurrence has not been experienced in Northern Ireland, 

with the exception of relatively small numbers of Indians and Chinese who began to 

arrive in the 1920s (Kapur 1997) and the early 1960s (Watson and McKnight 1998), 

respectively. The period between 1969 and the late 1990s in Northern Ireland, 

referred to as The Troubles, was a period of civil unrest and a major deterrent to 

immigration. Only after 1998 and the Belfast Agreement, which brought an end to 

the communal violence, did Northern Ireland experience a rise of immigration.  
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Focusing not on a main corridor of migration commonly discussed within migration 

literature, this thesis looks at the minor and emerging route of asylum migration to 

Northern Ireland. With a vast movement of displaced people across the globe being 

channelled increasingly through non-traditional migration streams, this research will 

expand upon a topic of increasing academic interest.  

1.2.1 The Asylum Seeker and Refugee Population 

The first claim for in-country asylum in Northern Ireland dates to approximately 

1994. With no public documentation to support this timeframe, conversations with 

agency officials and a Kosovar Albanian who arrived then as an asylum seeker 

suggest it to be accurate. The man in question fled the emerging crisis in Kosovo 

with his family and arrived in Belfast. He self-identifies his family as one of the first, 

if not the first, asylum applicants in Northern Ireland. Facilities to support asylum 

claims were not available at this time, he stated. Subsequently, asylum support 

services were set up as more people seeking asylum arrived, although, in low 

quantities, merely tens of people. According to these sources, a greater diversity in 

nationality of new arrivals occurred around 2001. The Northern Ireland Community 

of Refugees and Asylum Seekers (NICRAS) was established and formerly launched 

in 2002, taking over independent responsibility for the support and integration of 

asylum seekers and refugees, succeeding the work of Northern Ireland Council for 

Ethnic Minorities (NICEM).  

As a direct result of the Home Office not routinely publishing specific figures for 

asylum applications in Northern Ireland, ascertaining accurate statistics is 

problematic. However, following a request by the BBC, under the Freedom of 

Information Act, figures from 2009 to 2012 were published (Page 2014). These 

revealed a rise from 130 applications in 2009 to 240 in 2012. When compared to the 

rest of the UK, the number of asylum applications remains remarkably low. Figures 

from the same period for the UK, comprising all regions, were 24,487 for 2009 and 

21,843 for 2012 (Refugee Council 2014). Northern Ireland’s asylum claimants 

represent an approximate one-percent of these totals. Low ethnic community 

population numbers can pose challenging implications for Northern Ireland’s asylum 

seekers and refugees as they remain isolated and vulnerable, particularly when others 
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of their ethnic or cultural background are available to assist them through the asylum 

process and resettlement.  

Although comprehensive figures for Northern Ireland are unavailable, recently 

published estimations suggest almost 500 people from 37 different countries - a 

record high - were seeking asylum in Northern Ireland in October 2015 and awaiting 

a Home Office decision on their future protection (Fergus 2015). A breakdown of 

national origin and applicant numbers for this period includes: China (154), Nigeria 

(78), Somalia (58), Sudan (40), Zimbabwe (34), Algeria (14), Syria (14), Iran (13), 

South Africa (13) and Albania (6). The total number of asylum applications 

processed in Northern Ireland is estimated to be in the low thousands.  

1.3 Research Framework 

The principal aim of this study is to contribute to an understanding of the formation 

and use of social networks by asylum seekers and refugees residing in Northern 

Ireland and how these enable migration from country of origin and support initial 

resettlement. The central research question is as follows: 

How are social networks formed and utilised by asylum seekers and refugees 

currently residing in Northern Ireland? 

The research question is broad and open-ended to reflect the anticipated multifaceted 

and complex nature of the migration and formative resettlement experiences of 

asylum seekers and refugees. To enable me to answer this question three objectives 

were identified: 

1. to contribute to knowledge provision of the process of international migration 

of asylum seekers, with specific emphasis on the role of social networks in 

the migration process and determination of country of destination;  

2. to investigate the role of social networks for asylum seekers and refugees 

currently living in Northern Ireland by exploring how they are formed and 

utilised for support provision, guidance and material gain from time of 

arrival; 

3. to increase understanding of the experiences of asylum seekers and refugees 

during the various stages of the asylum process in Northern Ireland. 
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This research contains two strands. The first rotates around the role and use of social 

networks in determining the country of asylum. The second is the formation and use 

of social networks by asylum seekers and refugees residing in Northern Ireland. To 

facilitate the establishment of a clearly focused empirical framework, subsidiary 

questions emerged as follows: 

A. What role do social networks play in determining country of destination for 

asylum seekers migrating from their country of origin? 

i. How are social networks utilised by asylum seekers to initiate 

migration? 

ii. What factors influence asylum seekers’ migration routes and decision-

making processes? 

iii. What social networks are utilised in determination of asylum seekers’ 

country of destination?  

B. How are social networks formed and utilised by asylum seekers and refugees 

residing in Northern Ireland? 

i. How and where are social networks formed from point of arrival? 

ii. What social networks are utilised and what are the outcomes? 

iii. What impact do immigration policy restrictions have on the 

development of social networks? 

This research does not intend to measure human experience but rather understand it; 

to explore the lived experiences of Northern Ireland’s asylum seekers and refugees. 

Focusing wholly on the micro-level and the voices, recent histories and day-to-day 

experiences of these vulnerable and marginalised people, this thesis employs an 

interpretive approach using a range of qualitative methods. These include: semi-

structured interviews, diary studies, focus groups, and participant observation. A 

qualitative approach, as opposed to a quantitative one, is used for its capacity to 

gather rich data from participants’ own perspectives. By paying attention to the 

voices of a sample of asylum seekers and refugees, a detailed and meaningful 

understanding of the research participants’ social worlds could be attained. All 

techniques have undergone ethical assessment procedures (Chapter Four contains 

comprehensive insight into the engagement of qualitative research in practice with 

particular consideration given to the pragmatic involvement of the study group).  
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There are four key claims of originality made by this thesis. Firstly, this study of the 

migration of asylum seekers to Northern Ireland offers a departure from general UK-

based research, which rarely provides regional differentiation. As such, it offers a 

unique insight into an undocumented and emergent migration channel in its relative 

infancy (see Chapter Five). Secondly, the mapping of social networks from country 

of origin to destination illustrates the full extent of their formation and utility and 

presents a unique perspective. Thirdly, it identifies the role of social networks within 

both the anticipatory and transit stages of migration, providing nuanced and in-depth 

analysis based on asylum seekers’ and refugees’ personal narratives. The interaction 

between human-smugglers and the smuggled during the ‘transit’ phrase provides 

critical understanding of emergent themes encapsulating ‘travel performativity’ and 

spatial mobility (see Chapter Six). Finally, investigation of the immediate post-flight 

positionality of smuggled asylum seekers draws insight to another under-researched 

area of migration. Exploration of this particular point of the migratory journey 

illuminates the multifaceted circumstances and immense vulnerability of asylum 

seekers as they endeavour to cope in an unfamiliar and, almost universally, 

unanticipated destination (see Chapter Seven).  

1.4 Thesis Structure 

This chapter introduced the subject of recent asylum migration to Europe and offered 

a brief understanding of the Northern Ireland context; its significance as an empirical 

research location, comparisons with the rest of the UK, and its recent history as an 

asylum destination. It further sets out the research framework, including the thesis’ 

principle aim and the associated research questions. Chapter Two provides a review 

of the literature providing an understanding of ‘the migrant’ and mobilities within the 

context of international migration, with an overview of this phenomenon from its 

theoretical origins to its more contemporary developments. This allows an 

appreciation to be gained of the utility and changing geographies of social networks 

and their capacity to aid migration. Chapter Three complements this by providing a 

review of the literature focusing on social network formation and its post-flight use in 

host countries. How individuals construct, organise and maintain social relationships 

will be examined in the context of specific social and political environments. Chapter 

Four provides an in-depth review of the methodology employed by this research, 
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discusses the research methods, identifies and considers the research population, 

addresses relevant issues of research ethics and explains the result-analysis process.  

Chapters Five, Six and Seven are dedicated to analysis and discussion of the research 

data. Chapter Five presents the pre-migration circumstances of asylum seekers and 

refugees living in Northern Ireland, illuminating the processes involved in the 

shaping of spatial mobilities. Finding ‘a safe place’ provided most participants in this 

study with the impetus for flight. A discursive understanding of migration pathways 

which led to arrival in Northern Ireland is generated by means of analysis of 

mobilities identified through the support available from social networks. The 

perception that ‘migrant networks’ offer direct access to new destinations is 

deliberated. However, the global structural inequalities and disadvantages that affect 

certain people become evident, which refocuses attention on the complexity and 

diversity of international asylum migration. 

The internal processes involved in achieving international spatial mobility for asylum 

seekers is systematically analysed in Chapter Six. Developing analysis from Chapter 

Five, the migratory experiences of asylum seekers and refugees are investigated. 

Migration assistance from social networks is represented in many forms and sourced 

both locally and internationally. While utility of social capital from close tie 

relationships is responsible for initiating international spatial mobility, this research 

explores its limitations, particularly with reference to the role of human-smugglers. 

By incorporating exiting-preparation strategies, negotiation with smugglers in the 

absence of ‘migrant networks’ (with exception), and the relational smuggler-client 

dynamic during transit, a comprehensive overview of asylum journeys is obtained. 

The expectation of ‘travel performativity’ in illicit travel is highlighted as an 

emergent theme within asylum migration. The embodied experiences and actual 

movement practices of vulnerable asylum seekers form the basis of analysis. 

Chapter Seven moves on from transit mobilities to an analysis of arrival mobilities 

and formative social integration. It reveals the vulnerability of new arrivals as they 

attempt to establish social networks in their adopted surroundings. It also 

demonstrates how point-of-arrival experiences differ depending on exiting and 

migration strategies. Social network formation in Northern Ireland is analysed as 

being problematic for asylum seekers given the limited availability of social support, 
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especially, from co-nationals. The combination of destination choice denial imposed 

by smugglers, absence of ‘migrant networks’ (with few exceptions), limited 

immigrant stock in Northern Ireland, and past trauma, provide explanations. The 

significance of foci of activity is explored with reference to these issues and the ways 

in which friends and acquaintances are consequently chosen is explained. The 

chapter provides an overview of how asylum seekers and refugees struggle to get on 

their feet as the squeezing of opportunity and paralysing of life in protracted 

liminality of the asylum system is endured. By so doing, it reveals that the effects of 

social positionality in exile results in a social and spatial disconnect, which 

fundamentally determines the eventual scale of social network development and 

integration.  

The final chapter, Chapter Eight, synthesises the findings from Chapters Five, Six 

and Seven. It demonstrates that asylum migration to Northern Ireland is highly 

complex and multifaceted in terms of the use and formation of social networks from 

the origin country pre-departure phase through to post-arrival and formative 

integration. The main findings of the thesis are identified, critical reflections 

regarding the methodology are made and thoughts on future work are presented.  



12 
 

Chapter Two 

Migration, Mobility and Social Networks: A Non-linear 

Approach 

2.1 Introduction 

Today, perhaps even more so than in the past, migration features a 

bewildering variety of forms and types of movement. The term ‘migrant’ 

can encompass highly diverse types of people on the move, both within 

and between countries: among them are permanent emigrants and settlers; 

temporary contract workers; labour, professional, business and trader 

migrants; students; refugees and asylum seekers; people who move from 

rural settings to cities, or from smaller towns to larger ones; people who 

seek safety from conflict within their own countries; and arguably even 

humanitarian and aid workers, cross-border commuters and tourists. 

Moreover, people often shift between these categories: they may enter a 

country as students, tourists or visitors, for example, but then illegally 

overstay, ask for asylum or seek permanent settlement, and eventually 

become naturalised as citizens; and internal migrants driven by force or in 

search of opportunity may in time cross state borders and become 

international migrants (Van Hear et al. 2009: 1). 

Migration is a phenomenon which has transformed almost all countries of the world. 

Most developed countries have become multi-cultural, diverse, international 

societies in part due to receiving immigrants, some of whom stay temporarily whilst 

some settle long-term. The importance of understanding migration, both internal and 

international, is continually reflected by contemporary public discourse and in the 

scholarly literature. Currently, the huge interest in the subject is evidenced by the 

numerous publications, researchers, university courses, conferences and journals 

available on migration (from Castles 2010). With the proliferation of migration 

research, Favell has observed: “no scholar nowadays can feel adequate when 

confronting the avalanche of literature that has followed” (2007: 259).  

International migration has been described as a ‘global crisis’ by some commentators 

(Weiner 1995) due to its ‘exponential growth’ in recent decades (Castles 2010). 
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Although ‘crisis’ has been criticised as too harsh a term, a significant reshaping of 

global migration is being experienced (Brettell and Hollifeild 2000). Castles (1993) 

claims that changes in the patterns, movements and diversity of migration must be 

recognised and understood in order to develop strategies that promote multicultural 

and democratic societies, and tackle the causes and effects of racism.  

The 1990s marked a change in migration patterns in Western Europe.
1
 This period is 

significant as it represents a new age of migration (Castles 1993; Castles and Miller 

2003). Since then, human-smugglers and traffickers have become more prolific, 

responding to and countering harsher and more stringent international border 

controls by adopting new migration routes and techniques (see Koser 1997). 

Whitwell (2002: 5), however, reflecting on the fluctuating nature of migration, 

insists: 

The only certainty in the field of migration studies, as with most other 

areas of life, is the certainty of change. Since records were first kept 

migration flows have grown and diminished, changed qualitatively and 

quantitatively, created new patterns and geographies, and altered the 

societies of both sending and receiving countries. Some changes have 

been precipitous and momentous, for example where war has resulted in a 

mass exodus; others have developed over a long period, for example 

through pioneers and followers. 

Despite the fluidity of movement in recent decades, which has spurred people to 

think beyond borders and has been reinforced by modern transportation, technology 

and changing culture - globalisation (Urry 2007), the “postmodern utopia of a 

borderless world has not yet dawned” (Castles 2010: 1567).
2
 Immigration restrictions 

                                                           
1
 Critical of this ‘new age’ perspective, Whitwell (2002) presents a challenge to it by situating Castles’ 

declaration within the politics of the time of his writing. Whitwell argues that the political 

environment in Europe at the time of writing - the chaotic events in the Balkans, the break-up of the 

Soviet Union which led to new migrations of people to Western Europe, and the countering of harsher 

state imposed international border controls by human-smugglers and traffickers leading to the 

development in new migration routes and techniques (see Koser 1997) - influenced Castles’ 

rationalisation of ‘new age’ migration structures and patterns and proposed need for state intervention 

to deal with large influxes of new migrants within host societies. 
2
 Public perception and literary analyses on the subject often interpret migration unfairly, as fraught 

with negativity and chaos. Seen as a problem within aspects of prominent political discourse, 

migration is repeatedly understood as in need of being fixed. This can be achieved by either 

enforcement of border controls in a repressive act to limit or completely curtail the crossing of 

international boundaries, or a more liberal approach of addressing the origins of the “root causes” of 
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and stiffer border controls continue to restrain international movements, while also 

reflecting the presence of inequality. Some migrants are given access for 

international border-crossing while others are refused. Furthermore, for many people, 

economic capital, political rights and limited migrant social networks render 

migration an impossibility. Indeed, for people fleeing persecution opportunities to 

reach safety across international borders are pursued by some, others are rendered 

immobile, and insecure. This thesis is interested in the experiences of those who have 

fled their homelands, claimed asylum and reside in Northern Ireland. Migratory 

mobilities will be explored with consideration of European immigration barriers 

raised. Physical barriers as well as changes in policy have encouraged the 

proliferation of illegal entry to Europe, and human-smugglers are increasingly 

employed to facilitate journeys to asylum.  

The politically constructed terms ‘asylum seeker’ and ‘refugee’ require definitional 

grounding. An asylum seeker is a person who has left their country due to genuine 

fear of persecution and is seeking a safe place to live in another country. All asylum 

seekers who apply for asylum have a legal right to remain in the country of their 

application until the Government of the receiving country has fully considered their 

application and all rights of appeal have been exhausted. The UK signed the 1951 

UN Convention relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 protocol formally 

allowing people to enter the country to apply for asylum.
3
 A refugee is a former 

asylum seeker whose claim for asylum has been accepted by the Government of the 

receiving country and given a right to remain in that country. The formal, 

internationally recognised definition of a refugee laid out in the Convention is a 

person:  

owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 

religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political 

opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, and is unable to or, 

owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that 

country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of 

                                                                                                                                                                     
migration: although, “[e]ither way, migration is still seen as harmful and dysfunctional” (Castles 

2010: 1567).  
3
 At the end of the Second World War, the global western states defined the rights of refugees and set 

the responsibilities of the world community, which underline the United Nations Refugee Convention. 
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his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, 

owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it (UNHCR 2011: 14). 

This chapter begins by introducing the dichotomies which exist between migrations 

and categories of ‘migrant’. As part of the overall interpretation of migration within 

this thesis, it is important to recognise the different kinds of migrations which exist in 

today’s societies. This review will provide a reminder that migration is a complicated 

and challenging phenomenon involving a wide range of people, motivations and 

realities. An overview of the concept of ‘mobilities’ will act as a guiding critical 

framework for this thesis. The objective here is to present the range of theoretical 

perspectives that have been used to explain contemporary migration. In particular, 

the discussion is centred on the utility and changing geographies of social networks 

and their capacity to aid migration in response to the imposition of state immigration 

restrictions and controls.  

2.2 Differentiating Migrations and ‘The Migrant’ 

The extent to which differences exist between mobile individuals makes provision 

for a singular definition of a migrant impossible. The wide array of definitions, or 

politicised labels, makes it difficult to gain a comprehensive overview of national 

immigration policies. The lack of clarity underpinning the definition of a migrant, 

even within the UK, makes quantification a challenge.
4
 This section will begin by 

focusing discussion on forms of migration before moving on to dichotomies which 

exist between ‘migrants’ and ‘asylum seekers’ and ‘refugees’.  

                                                           
4
 Anderson and Blinder (2012) discuss the fuzziness of the term ‘migrant’ within the UK. They note 

that “migrants might be defined by foreign birth, by foreign citizenship, or by their movement into a 

new country to stay temporarily (sometimes for as little as a year) or to settle for the long term” (2012: 

3). The categorisation ‘migrant’ is given, in some analyses of the impact of migration, to children who 

are UK-born or UK-nationals whose parents are foreign-born or foreign-nationals when counting the 

migrant population. Commonly, also, parents and grandparents of migrants are often referred to as 

second and third generation migrants, reflecting a societal “identification with migration [that] often 

continues long after the physical act of movement is over” (Papastergiadis 2000: 55). Thus, it is 

evident that the definition of ‘migrant’ is unclear. Is it based on place of birth or citizenship or by the 

act of crossing an international border? Furthermore, are subsequent generations of people who 

arrived in a new country still ‘migrants’? “None of these definitions are equivalent, and none fit 

precisely with ‘migrant’ defined as an individual who is subject to immigration control” (Anderson 

and Blinder 2012: 3). Measurement of UK migration (Hawkins 2013), in official government reports, 

is based on the definitions previously mentioned. Distinctions are not made between the types of 

‘migrants’ who enter the UK when collating statistics. Asylum seekers and refugees are classified as 

migrants, under the definition of someone who has changed their usual country of residence. The 

Migration Statistics report issued by the House of Commons Library (updated June 2013) notes that 

“asylum seekers are, generally speaking, a subset of migrants” (Hawkins 2013: 4). 
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2.2.1 Internal and International Migration 

The most common distinction in migration literature is that between internal and 

international migration. Internal migration is movement within one’s own country, 

for example, from rural to urban areas and often for economic or educational 

opportunities. International migration, on the other hand, is movement which 

involves crossing of international boundaries from country of origin (otherwise 

country of emigration) to country of destination (otherwise country of immigration).
5
 

Reasons why individuals and groups of people pursue international migration can be 

varied and often complex. They may be for economic and educational advancement, 

or political, social or environmental motives.  

Due to the changing geopolitical context of international mobility, an increased focus 

on national border security and control, and the reality that “migrants’ journeys are 

becoming increasingly multiple, complex and fragmented”, the distinction between 

the two “migration traditions” has become “increasingly blurred” (King and Skeldon 

2010: 1). Although, international migration is the main concern of this thesis, for 

some research participants their international migration was preceded by internal 

migration. In such instances, internal and international migration are responses to the 

same circumstances, where fleeing from an area of personal threat to another internal 

location for safety was the first priority before international movement was pursued. 

Consideration for the blurring of both migration forms is imperative in this thesis to 

ensure accurate representation of migratory experiences is captured. 

2.2.2 Voluntary and Forced Migration 

One of the most documented dichotomies in the migration literature involves the 

nexus between people who migrate of their own volition and those who have no 

choice but to leave (Kunz 1981). “This distinction is maintained in the policy world, 

where the governance of international migration is shaped by the conceptual 

                                                           
5
 International migration may involve a single country of origin and a single country of destination. 

However, it may involve a range of ‘steps’ or ‘stages’ across countries before reaching a final 

destination (Samers 2010: 10). The countries involved in such ‘stages’ are often referred to as ‘transit’ 

countries, while the movement in ‘stages’ is further referred to as temporary or sojourner migration 

(ibid.). Samers, using the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) 

definition, explains that “temporary migration refers to international migrants whose duration of stay 

in a given country does not exceed three months” (2010: 10). He proposes a further term, permanently 

temporary, which refers to migrants who return frequently to their country of origin through the 

widely accepted practice of circular migration. 
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distinction between ‘voluntary’ and ‘forced’ migration as mutually exclusive 

categories” (Van Hear et al. 2009: 1). Discussion here will provide insight into some 

of the reasons why people migrate. To begin, it is argued that to position migration 

into one or the other category is virtually impossible, as “determining who, precisely, 

is ‘forced’ and who is ‘voluntary’ is difficult” (Samers 2010: 11). Also, while some 

asylum seekers and refugees often have no choice but to flee, many ‘economic 

migrants’ are in a comparable position, where desperation is a reality (Richmond 

1994; Wood 1994). Similarly, other asylum seekers and refugees, while ‘forced’ may 

have the time and resources available to plan their flight and pragmatically select a 

place of asylum (Zavodny 1999; Van Hear et al. 2009). When delimiting 

opportunities to relocate and protracted oppression occurs, “only a fraction will 

actually decide to relocate, and an even smaller fraction will have the means to do 

so” (from Gardner 1981, in Wood 1994: 608). 

Taking the ‘forced’ definition further, common distinctions are tentatively made 

between two types of migration within this category. These are the migration of 

asylum seekers and refugees, as demarcated by the terms of the United Nations 

(‘Geneva Convention’) Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (1951) and the 

(‘New York’) Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees (1967); and those ‘forced’ 

to migrate as a result of poverty, low wages or unemployment, otherwise referred to 

as ‘economic migrants’. Despite being ‘forced’ by poverty, the latter are regularly 

imagined by governments as ‘voluntary’ and are presumed to be migrating for 

economic gain (Samers 2010). A similar predicament is faced by ‘environment’ 

refugees. Their plight within international law is contentious in that they are 

infrequently given right to asylum or other form of international protection. Despite 

the harsh conditions that arise due to poverty, unemployment, limited labour 

opportunities and low wages, or environmental disasters, the people who move in the 

hope of a new start in another country are often recognised as less-deserving. If 

protection from their national government and the presence of rights is available to 

them, they are not recognised as refugees despite the catastrophes endured (Lubbers 

2004).
6
 Those not believed to be fleeing serious political (or social) danger are less 

                                                           
6
 The vulnerable situation of ‘environment refugees’ (or ‘climate change refugees’) has raised much 

attention with environment refugee scholars and advocates (International Federation of Red Cross and 

Red Crescent Societies 2001). However, despite ‘environmental refugees’ plight, their protection is 

not granted in many developed countries as they do not meet the characteristics for asylum stipulated 

in the 1951 Refugee Convention (Keane 2003-2004). As the situation of migrants ‘forced’ to move as 
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likely to receive protection from receiving national governments, based on strict 

definitions and interpretations of international refugee law. 

The term ‘voluntary migration’ is used when discussing the migration of people who 

decide to move of their own volition for economic betterment. However, it is 

increasingly difficult to differentiate between those who migrate due to persecution, 

war, and violence (‘forced’ migrants) and those migrating for economic reasons 

(economic migrants). Despite the often close relationship between the causes and 

migratory processes for both sets of migrants (ten Brinke 2011), a distinction is 

maintained through national government policies, which conceptually shapes 

migrations and ‘migrants’ into distinct categories. Policy makers fail to recognise the 

continuum that exists and the extent to which ‘mixed’ migration occurs. ‘Mixed’ 

migration accounts for the shared movement of refugees and other migrants using the 

same routes and transport means (Van Hear et al. 2009). The heightened restrictions 

imposed on cross-border migratory movement have resulted in both ‘voluntary 

migrants’ and ‘forced migrants’ resorting to covert measures to facilitate their 

movement, typically involving human-smugglers.
7
 Compelled to use ‘irregular’ 

means to migrate internationally, differentiation between these two broad categories 

of ‘migrant’ becomes problematic. Repercussions are regularly consequently 

experienced by those who exercise their right to seek asylum. Determination of their 

credibility as true asylum seekers is increasingly fraught with complexity, with 

lasting effect on their lives. Discussion of such effects will be presented in Chapter 

Seven, which will illustrate the challenge of social network building and integration 

formation while awaiting Home Office responses to asylum cases.  

2.2.3 Economic Migrants and Refugees 

Differences do exist between the realities for economic migrants and refugees.
8
 

These differences are significant with regard to return and circular migration 

                                                                                                                                                                     
a result of environmental causes is likely to worsen (Bell 2004), new measurements to assure their 

international protection beyond the UN Refugee Convention are required (McCue 1993-2004; Bell 

2004; Williams 2008). 
7
 Emphasising the similarities between the two categories further, Van Hear et al. (2009) point to the 

shared experiences of both refugees and economic migrants in host countries, noting the “climate of 

suspicion and exclusion”, which they face, and the “similar networks to survive and cope against the 

background of exclusion”, they utilise, encourage an identity as equals (2009: 12). 
8
 Wood (1994) provides a detailed account in practical terms of the commonalities that refugees and 

migrants, forced or otherwise share. These include: declining real incomes and large personal 

investments in the migration process; disparities of income and opportunities between the place of 
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limitations. While economic migrants have the choice to return home when they 

desire, and often do so once enough money has been earned and saved, refugees do 

not unless the political situation changes in their homeland.
9
 Chiswick defines 

economic migrants as “those who move from one place of work and resistance to 

another, either within a country or across international boundaries, primarily because 

of their economic opportunities” (2000: 61). The push-pull perspective of 

international migration which coincides with this view distinguishes between those 

who are ‘pulled’ to migrate for economic betterment (economic migrants) and plan 

their migratory movements, and those ‘pushed’ due to fear for their lives, and leave 

spontaneously (refugees).  

Additionally, while some ‘migrants’ are desired by nation-states, asylum seekers and 

refugees are commonly viewed as undesirable (Sale 2002), due to a perception of 

them being low-skilled, ‘benefit scroungers’ and a drain on the economy. Highly 

skilled workers seeking enhanced job opportunities, for example, are desirable to 

many host governments. Castles (2010) asserts that before the financial crash in 

2008, “[i]nternational recruitment of highly skilled personnel was considered 

valuable, while lower-skilled migrant workers were seen as out-of-place in shiny 

new post-industrial economies” (2010: 1567).
10

 Koser and Salt, moreover, claim that 

“[t]he management of migration by the highly skilled has attracted considerably less 

attention than that of many other groups of migrants, mainly because their 

immigration is normally not regarded as in any way a ‘threat’ to indigenous 

populations” (1997: 296). Indeed, “[m]ovements of the highly skilled [a]re 

celebrated as professional mobility, while those of the lower-skilled [a]re condemned 

                                                                                                                                                                     
origin and potential destinations; kinship networks that provide critical information and support; new 

experiences of ethnic tension and discrimination as an outsider; loss of traditional social status; new 

educational language barriers; and weakening of traditional values in the face of powerful foreign 

cultural forces. In contrast, however, Bernard argues that “most of the refugees’ differences are those 

of degree rather than type” (1976: 277). Notwithstanding this, the circumstances that all migrants, in 

the general sense of the term, face and the difficulties they encounter make them all vulnerable.  
9
 Furthermore, economic migrants can partake in circular migration while refugees cannot (Hein 

1999). This inability to return is due to immigration restrictions placed upon asylum seekers and 

refugees or an unwillingness to return home for fear or threat of persecution. It binds them to accept a 

life in their country of asylum (Cortes 2004). These circumstances change, however, when 

naturalisation is sought in the country of asylum and citizenship is obtained (Home Office: UK Border 

Agency 2013). Travel restrictions are then withdrawn and they can travel as any citizens of the 

country would. 
10

 However, it could be argued that the boundaries are also blurred when discussing the extent to 

which a person is ‘highly skilled’, ‘less skilled’ or ‘unskilled’ and if in fact the last category stills 

exists.  
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as unwanted migration” (Castles 2010: 1567).
11

 Refugees, nonetheless, skilled or 

low-skilled, are repeatedly characterised in a similar unwanted manner. Most 

concerning is the fact that it is the very countries which signed the UN Refugee 

Convention that are “closing their doors to refugees, imposing more barriers to 

deflect flows, and forcibly repatriating asylum-seekers” (Papastergiadis 2000: 55/6).  

2.2.4 The Refugee-Migrant Dichotomy 

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees between 2001 and 2005, Ruud Lubbers, 

highlighted the distinction between refugees and migrants and the need to get a firm 

grasp of their differences for the sake of those in “the most vulnerable situation 

imaginable”: refugees (2004: online). He noted that most migrants, particularly 

economic migrants, move with a desire to improve future prospects for themselves 

and often their families. Refugees, on the other hand, “have to move if they are to 

save their lives or preserve their freedom” (ibid.). The distinction between motivating 

factors for each is what has led to their different status under international law. 

Vulnerability and potential threat to their life places a refugee at significant risk. 

They have “no protection from their own state- indeed it is usually their own state 

that is threatening to persecute them” (ibid.). The support and protection they need 

and are obligated to receive under the UN Convention is what sets them apart from 

other migrants (ten Brinke 2011). If unable to exit their homeland or if not accepted 

by the states from which they seek protection, they may be condemned to death, “or 

an intolerable life in the shadows, without sustenance and without rights” (Lubbers 

2004: online). Therefore, a clear distinction between the politically constructed labels 

of ‘refugee’ and ‘migrant’ is essential.  

Within public discourse, policy and academic literature, definitions and the status of 

people who cross international borders vary greatly. Migrants, immigrants, illegal or 

legal, refugees, asylum seekers, bogus asylum seekers, economic migrants or 

economic refugees, documented or undocumented, regular or irregular, authorised or 

unauthorised, clandestine and more recently boatpeople,
12

 account for most. Given 

                                                           
11

 Castles further argues that “[m]obility equalled good, because it was the badge of modern open 

society; migration equalled bad because it re-awakened archaic memories of invasion and 

displacement” (2010: 1567). 
12

 Boatpeople is a politicised term which first gained prominence during the 1978 and 1979 

evacuations by Vietnamese refugees who fled after the Vietnam War. The term resurfaced in the past 

decade and is used in reference to the large numbers of people who risk their lives to cross the 
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the profusion of stereotyped sub-categories, uncertainty and confusion is 

encountered. A binary view of people on the move is often, moreover, depicted as 

between those who cross international borders in an (unlawful) irregular manner and 

those who use (legal and official) regular channels. In reality, these binary 

distinctions do not capture the actuality of what is happening in any clear-cut way. 

The complexity of contemporary migration shows that mobile people may shift 

between statuses throughout their migration trajectory (Schuster 2005; Samers 2010; 

ten Brinke 2011). In Chapter Five, how immigration status can change in relation to 

given circumstances will be discussed.  

2.2.4.1 Public Perception of Migrants 

The patterns, means and reasons for the movement of people across the globe are 

becoming more diverse and challenging. This complexity is compounded by the fact 

that migration and ‘migrants’ are now a major media focus, which often negatively 

labels them and encourages the perpetuation of misconceptions and myths (Philo et 

al. 2013). Consequently, much of what the public know about migration today is 

based upon media representations and political debate on immigration, commonly 

with a bias towards problems and instability for receiving countries. Indeed, as the 

final touches to this chapter were written, Donald Trump gave a public address 

during a presidential campaign announcement - 16
th

 June, 2015 - about Mexican 

migrants to the U.S., in which he stated: 

When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their best. They’re not 

sending you. They’re not sending you. They’re sending people that have 

lots of problems, and they’re bringing those problems with us. They’re 

bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. And some, I 

assume, are good people. 

With highly inflammatory comments like this, public perception is no doubt skewed. 

Often missing from media reports of migration is the positive contributions which 

immigrants make to their host societies and the normal lives they lead.  

Within public debate, who constitutes a migrant is often unclear. For Papastergiadis 

(2000) the term ‘migrant’ has a “looming presence”, which casts associations of hope 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Mediterranean Sea or the Indian Ocean and Timor Sea cramped in small boats in an effort to reach 

Europe or Australia. 
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but also unease. It may suggest a “positive image of cosmopolitanism and adventure” 

but, for others, “it issues a defensive reaction against the so-called ‘dirty’ foreigners 

and ‘bogus’ asylum-seekers who, according to some commentators, unfairly abuse 

the limited welfare resources of the nation-state” (2000: 51). Anderson and Blinder 

(2012) argue that the “confusion” around the definition of a migrant “poses 

challenges for government policy” as it gives a distorted understanding of who is 

subject to immigration control and policy (2012: 5). There is, concurrently, a concern 

that “the ubiquity of migration effects will render the term ‘migrant’ politically 

dangerous and conceptually useless” (Papastergiadis 2000: 51).  

Misunderstandings of ‘migrant’ and ‘refugee’ definitions can have serious effects on 

the people being defined. Perceptions of certain new-comers to host countries being 

more legitimate than others do not go unnoticed by asylum seekers and refugees 

themselves. In this study, many research participants acknowledged how the lack of 

knowledge from members of the public regarding their immigration status and the 

protracted circumstances of obtaining legal status made getting to know indigenous 

people difficult. Coinciding with this experience was a negative self-perception of 

being lesser people and incapable of wholly integrating in their community because 

of inability to contribute to it.  

Attention will now turn to a recent shift in the contemporary scholarly literature, 

which calls for a more nuanced approach to human spatial mobility analysis. 

Accepting that human movement is a given process and migratory journeys are 

multifaceted, the study of mobilities offers a framework which captures not just 

relocation from point A to point B but the actual movement itself and the complex 

processes encountered during the journey. Mobilities research, therefore, offers a 

useful framework for the purpose of this study as it seeks to fulfil its research aim 

(see Chapter One) of understanding asylum seekers and refugees’ migratory 

experiences in detail. 

2.3 Mobility and Migration 

Within migration theory, interest has often focused on movement which occurred 

due to a push away from a place and the pull to a place, therefore, emphasis is on 

place and places and not on the actual movement practices themselves. Cresswell 

(2010) asserts, however, that the renewed study of mobilities, described as the 
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“mobilities turn” (Bϋscher et al. 2010: 2), has “begun to take the actual fact of 

movement seriously” (Cresswell 2010: 18).
13

 More than just identifying the 

movement of people from one location to another, mobility captures the 

representations of these movements and how they are embodied, experienced and 

practiced as “a way of being in the world” (Cresswell 2006: 3). It recognises that 

mobile people are more than simply people on the move.
14

 Whereas movement 

describes the act of displacement between two separate locations, mobility examines 

the types, strategies, and social implications associated with that movement 

(Cresswell 2006: 2-3). The expansion of mobilities research in the last decade has 

been marked by the term, “the new mobilities paradigm”.
15

 This is due to its notable 

leap toward fresh and innovative research methods, which capture the on the move 

accounts of both people and objects and an intensive understanding of reality 

(Sheller 2011). It also attempts to not present a “totalising description of the 

contemporary world” (Sheller and Urry 2006: 210).  

Movement, representation and embodied practice are inextricably entangled with one 

another and are not easy to disentangle (Cresswell 2010). Thus, exploring the 

meaning of movement is important. This illuminates why mobilities theory does not 

simply explore movement but also includes a focus on immobility, moorings, 

dwelling and stillness (Sheller 2011; also Cresswell 2006, 2010). The fixities and 

structures which exist physically and play a role in the continuation, as well as the 

halting of flows, such as borders, check-points and gated zones are analysed for 

meaning (Sheller 2011). Concern for these zones of “connectivity, centrality and 

empowerment in some cases, and of disconnection, social exclusion and inaudibility 

in other cases” is pertinent (Sheller 2011: 4). This is important because at these 
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 The ‘mobilities turn’ has “open[ed] up different ways of understanding the relationship between 

theory, observation and engagement. It engenders new kinds of researchable entities, a new 

rediscovered realm of empirical and new avenues for critique” (Bϋscher et al. 2010: 2).  
14

 They are entities that represent physical being, not on their own but accompanied with a range of 

representations, such as “dancers and pedestrians, drivers and athletes, refugees and citizens, tourists 

or businessmen, men or women” (Cresswell 2006: 4).  
15

 For Cresswell (2010) this term sits uneasily. He questions what is new about the new mobilities 

paradigm, suggesting that past accounts of mobilities are still relevant in the contemporary world. He 

points to the necessary perspective of history within the area of mobility “which mitigates against an 

overwhelming sense of newness in mobilities research” (2010: 17). What he does recognise as new is 

the development of focus, from movement, migration and transport to a range of different scales: 

“from the body (or, indeed parts of the body) to the globe” (2010: 18). Current mobility approaches 

are welcomed across all disciplines under the one approach as complementary to the holistic 

understanding of mobilities, where previously this was not the case. Thought movement and 

mobilities have always been central to geography and sociology. 
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specific nodes of flow and interception, based on scrutiny and regulation, legal and 

illegal crossings by people and goods (and cultural flows) take place. Urry (2007, in 

Sheller 2011: 3) further develops this perspective by asserting that mobilities 

research encompasses not only active travel of people and the physical movement of 

objects, but also imaginative travel, virtual travel and communicative travel.  

Cresswell explores the political dimension of mobilities, stating that “they are 

implicated in the production of power and relations of domination” and provide an 

account of the mesotheoretical approach to mobility which expresses the politics at 

play (2010: 20).
16

 Sheller, additionally, asserts that “power relations are at the heart 

of the field [of mobilities research]” (2011: 3). The ‘politics of mobile practice’ 

states: 

…a man and a woman, or a businessman and a domestic servant, or a 

tourist and a refugee may experience a line on a map linking A and B 

completely differently. The fact of movement, the represented meanings 

attached to it, and the experienced practice are all connected (Cresswell 

2010: 21).  

Although, the distance travelled and the start and end places may be identical, the 

practices of mobility and the represented associations attached to them may vary 

significantly. With this in mind, for example, the experience of an African asylum 

seeker fleeing his or her homeland, travelling through neighbouring countries and 

beyond, crossing the Mediterranean Sea to Europe, is radically different to the 

mobility experience of a government leader travelling from similar points of 

departure to their destination. Where their spatially fixed points of travel may be 

similar, the representations and practice of the two mobilities are worlds apart. The 

mobile-subjects each differ as a result of their present-time circumstances. Albeit, 

there are clear connections between migration and mobility in relation to ‘forced’ 

and ‘voluntary’ movement of people (Blunt 2007). For instance, the social, 

economic, political, cultural and institutional obstacles they face prior to, during, and 

after transit, affects their circumstances, past histories and continual changing 

realities.  

                                                           
16

 Cresswell (2010) positions mobility within six constituent parts: motive force, velocity, rhythm, 

route, experience and friction, to outline a clear appreciation for the politics of mobility. 
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An exploration of the migration of asylum seekers and refugees, which looks beyond 

the mere reasons for migration fits neatly with the mobilities approach. Its 

development within this study will help demarcate the politics of mobility. It is 

particularly appropriate in setting a critical perspective from which to develop a 

comprehensive and nuanced account of migratory experiences and uncovering the 

complexities of the line between the place of origin and place of destination, a line 

which is often left unexplored (Cresswell 2006).  

2.4 Understanding Migration 

Until recent decades, the aspiration for an all-encompassing theory of migration was 

great. For example, Petersen’s 1958 article: A general typology of migration, 

attempted “to bring together into one typology some of the more significant analyses 

of both internal and international migration, as a step toward a general theory of 

migration” (1958: 256). This perspective has recently shifted and contemporary 

writers now postulate that a single theory is simply unobtainable due to its 

multifaceted nature (Castles 2010). While it is accepted that all theories shed some 

light on accounting for international migration, their individual relevance depends on 

their specific place within the stages of the migration process and the local condition 

of geography, history and politics in different regions (Massey et al. 1998: 281; 

Castles 2010). Since records were first kept, migration flows, patterns of movement 

and their geographies have changed considerably (Whitewell 2002).
17

  

Migration is difficult to accurately define, as Lee (1966: 49) illustrates:  

…no restriction is placed on the distance of the move or upon the 

voluntary or involuntary nature of the act, and no distinction is made 

between external and internal migration. Thus, a move across a hall from 

one apartment to another is counted as just as much an act of migration as 

a move from Mumbai, India, to Cedar Rapids, Iowa, though of course, the 

initiation and consequences of such moves are vastly different… no 

matter how short or how long, how easy or how difficult, every act of 
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 As a result of such changes, an interdisciplinary approach to understanding contemporary migration 

processes must be pursued and theories, which appreciate the “complex and multifaceted nature” of 

migration and “incorporate a variety of perspectives, levels and assumptions” are to be welcomed 

(Massey et al. 1993: 432).  
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immigration involves an origin, a destination, and an intervening set of 

obstacles. 

Lee’s quote does, nonetheless, adequately capture the complexity of human mobility. 

A common understanding of migration would express it as: “a permanent or semi-

permanent change of residence, usually across some type of administrative border” 

(Wood 1994: 607). Despite the degree of temporality or permanence, movement of 

individuals or groups of people from one geographic location to another occurs for 

reasons ranging from better employment possibilities to persecution (Hagen-Zanker 

2008).
18

 Theories have been developed for over one hundred years, which attempt to 

explain, model and predict migration, yet a true theoretical understanding of the 

underlying forces which enable it to occur remain weak. The recent boom in 

international migration has taken everyone by surprise. The actuality of the 

remarkable increase of global population movements in recent decades requires 

contemporary migration scholars to recognise that popular thinking needs to move 

away from early nineteenth-century economics-centred interpretations of population 

mobility and reconsider migration in the context of contemporary societies.  

2.4.1 Migration and its Theoretical Development 

Why people migrate is a question that continues to vex researchers. The 

difficulty lies first in the nature of migration, and second in the 

framework that most researchers bring to their studies. Unlike birth and 

death, migration is not an inevitable demographic event. It is a choice. 

Migration is not an easy choice and it is not made in response to simple 

ideas. Rather, it is a choice that reflects and builds upon the securities and 

insecurities, as well as the strengths and weaknesses, of individual 

movers, their households and communities (i.e. human and social capital), 

the resources and experiences to which they have access and the 

exogenous factors and external forces that more broadly define 

community life (Cohen and Sirkeci 2016: 99). 
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 Samers asserts that “the temporality or permanence of a migrant’s stay may also be read from a 

psychological rather than simply a legal standpoint” (2010: 10). Furthermore, Sayad (1977, 1991) and 

Bailey et al. (2002) have argued, migrants live with a ‘permanent sense of the temporary’ and a 

‘temporary sense of the permanent’.  
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Classical migration theory was presented by Ravenstein in the latter period of the 

nineteenth century.
19

 To challenge the belief that migration occurred without any 

definitive reasoning (Lee 1966), Ravenstein developed a set of ‘laws’ that suggested 

migrants move from areas of low opportunity to areas of high opportunity. His 

calculations were based on the British censuses and other censuses at the time (King 

2012). The choice to migrate, he claimed, was controlled by distance and a 

motivation to move to nearby places for economic gain. Focusing on internal 

migration, he observed that each stream of migration from rural to urban areas 

produces a counter of return migration back to rural areas (Oberai and Bilsborrow 

1984). His approaches created the initial basis for most succeeding migration 

theories.  

Indeed, “[t]he ancestral lineage of Ravenstein’s laws which, in their unspoken way, 

combined individual rational-choice theory with the broader structures of rural-urban 

and developmental inequalities”, coincides with the “much-vaunted push-pull 

framework” (King 2012: 13). Push factors account for a force which encourages 

people to migrate from their homelands to other regions or countries, because of 

reasons such as poverty, unemployment, political repression, poor economic 

opportunities, and rapid population growth. Pull factors, on the other hand, operate in 

the place or country of destination which attract people, such as better income, 

employment and education opportunities, better living conditions and political 

freedom (see Lee 1966).
20

  

The basis of Ravenstein’s migration theory was revised by Lee (1966) to form a new 

analytical framework for understanding migration. Attention focused on factors not 

originally accounted for, including migratory knowledge, physical, social, cultural 

and immigration policy obstacles, economic stability and personal identity.
21

 Lee 

(1966: 50) wrote: 
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 Regarded as the earliest migration theorist, Ravenstein’s first articles on migration were published 

in the Geographical Magazine. His latter and better known papers, which contained his ‘laws’ of 

migration, eleven in total, appeared in 1885 and 1889 in Statistical Journal (Grigg 1977: 41). 
20

 Push-pull models were popular within migration scholarly thought right up until the 1960s and are 

still accepted by many protagonists as valid today (King 2012). 
21

 Elaborating further here, Lee’s additional factors account for those associated with area of origin 

and destination, such as knowledge of each area - exact knowledge and mystery, respectively; 

intervening obstacles (Lee 1966: 49/50) such as distance, physical barriers, cultural barriers, language 

and immigration laws (De Haas 2008); and personal factors, including differing reactions to 



Chapter Two: Migration, Mobility and Social Networks 

28 
 

In every area there are countless factors which act to hold people within 

the area or attract people to it, and there are others which repel them… 

there are others… to which people are essentially indifferent. 

Lee believed that migration occurs “within well-defined streams”, as migrants follow 

precise routes toward specific destinations; to “highly localized” areas, which exist 

due to established transportation lines (1966: 54/5). In conjunction with the 

economic imperative within Lee’s push-pull perspective, Ravenstein did 

acknowledge the significance of feedback flows from destination to origin and the 

recruitment of migrants at the place of origin. The effectiveness of social networks 

within migration was, consequently, indirectly presented.  

2.4.2 Theoretical Models of International Migration 

Theories of migration are limited in their recognition of the explanatory factors 

which motivate diverse categories of people to migrate internationally. Taking on a 

predominantly economic approach, theoretical models have been developed over 

time. Massey et al. (1993) explain that the range of theories on international 

migration were designed to reflect different objectives, purposes and interests and 

make possible the breakdown of this sophisticated subject into analytically 

manageable parts.
22

  

Neo-classical macro-economics arose from the theoretical model explaining the 

relationship between internal - rural-to-urban - labour migration and economic 

development (Lewis 1954; Harris and Todaro 1970). The theory claims, as a result of 

differentials in supply and demand for labour between geographical regions or 

countries, also applicable to an international migration context (de Haas 2008), 

workers will actively move from areas of low wages to seek employment in areas of 

high wages.
23

 This model does not, however, take into account other factors beyond 

                                                                                                                                                                     
combinations of pushes and pulls or according to their economic status, life-stage and personality (Lee 

1966: 49/50; King 2012).  
22

 Migration theories can be classified according to the level of inquiry. Where micro-level concerns 

individual migration decision making processes, and meso-level focuses on the household or 

community to explain both causes and perpetuation of migration (see Faist 1997), macro-level 

theories explore aggregate migration trends seeking macro-level explanations (Hagen-Zanker 2008). 
23

 The theory claims that countries with a limited supply of labour relative to capital will attract 

migrants due to the potential for high wages (Massey et al. 1993). However, as a consequence of such 

movements, the labour supply subsequently decreases and wages then rise in the low capital countries, 

where the migrants initially came from. The increased labour supply in the high capital countries 

results in a fall in wages in these countries (ibid.). Ultimately, this model posits that a point of 
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labour markets and economic advancement in explaining international migration. 

Castles asserts: “Its narrow focus on income maximisation and its assumption of 

rational economic decision-making based on full information have little to do with 

the reality of most migration flows” (2010: 1573). It is a model which does not 

reflect the realities of ‘forced’ migration, as will become clear throughout this thesis. 

The neo-classical micro-economics theory of migration corresponds to the macro-

economics theory though it focuses predominantly on the perspective of the 

individual and his or her rational decision to migrate. Migration is supposedly 

undertaken with the incentive that a positive net return, usually monetary, will be 

gained as a result (Massey et al. 1993). This perspective suggests that individuals 

move to where their skills will be most productive, after they first undertake a 

process of weighing-up the costs involved. These include:  

The material costs of travelling, the costs of maintenance while moving 

and looking for work, the efforts involved in learning a new language and 

culture, the difficulty experienced in adapting to a new labour market, 

and the psychological costs of cutting old ties and forging new ones 

(Massey et al. 1993: 434).  

This model suggests potential migrants calculate the risks and costs, as well as 

benefits, of international migration and relocate where the greatest possible net return 

is offered. Although it draws significant insight into the rationale of the lone 

‘migrant’, which is valuable to this thesis, it lacks consideration beyond pecuniary 

motivation to leave home. For undocumented migrants, an additional calculation of 

risk and cost involves the avoidance of detection at security control points and 

deportation, which is not accounted for in this model.  

The new economics of labour migration model (NELM) was developed as a 

theoretical move away from neo-classical individualistic theories of migration (Stark 

and Bloom 1985; Stark 1991; Massey et al. 1993; Taylor 1999). The NELM theory 

provides a perspective on migration which deals with its complex and diverse 

realities (de Haas 2008), focusing not on isolated individual decision-makers but on 

                                                                                                                                                                     
equilibrium is reached, causing “an international wage differential that reflects only the costs of 

international movements, pecuniary and psychic” (Massey et al. 1993: 433). As this model is 

determined by the equilibrium of international labour markets and wage differentials, it assumes that 

the elimination of such differentials will inevitably end the migration of labour migrants in the long 

term (Lewis 1954; Harris & Todaro 1970; de Haas 2008).  
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larger units of related people. Stark (1991) asserts that even though usually it is 

individuals who migrate, “there is more to labour migration than an individualistic 

optimising behaviour” (1991: 3). The theory claims migration by one person is due 

to, and fully consistent with, decisions by a group of people, such as a family. Thus, 

collective action on migration decision-making is rationally processed by families or 

households. Migration is seen as a strategy for income maximisation, risk 

diversification (Stark 1991; Castles 2010), and the reduction of restrictions 

associated with market vulnerability (Taylor 1987; Stark 1991; Massey et al. 1993: 

436).
24

 Although this approach typically uses ethnographic research methods, such as 

qualitative interviews and household studies, to comprehend migration decision-

making processes it ultimately represents migration as economically-driven. 

Therefore, it neglects to investigate and account for non-economic influences, which 

also drive migration. Its recognition of collective family and household migration 

strategies, nonetheless, is useful in this study as the decision to leave their homeland, 

for most research participants, wss influenced by family or by community members 

who also supported journey costs and logistics for exiting.  

The particular models presented illustrate the development of migration theory over 

the past century and more, and highlight the shortcomings of theory in explaining 

migrations which are not wholly economic-driven. The following will look to 

alternative perspectives of explanation for international migration and its 

perpetuation, which draw on social networks and social capital theory.  

2.4.3 The Perpetuation of International Migration 

Migration models can underachieve as analytical aids by failing to take account of 

contextual effects and having limited awareness of the existence of social 

relationships, which assist and influence migrants in the migration process (Massey 

1990). Some of the conditions previously identified for the initiation of migration are 

not evident in its perpetuation, notwithstanding the fact that “new conditions that 
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 For instance, in poorer countries at risk of crop failure or sudden unemployment, which are not 

compensable by savings, insurance or credit (as perhaps not available), migration is potentially a more 

stable consideration (King 1993). As the entire family or household are involved in this diversification 

strategy, all members, collectively, make judgements designed to minimise risk and maximise 

income. Rational diversification of household resources would, for example, allow the family 

members ablest to work outside the home to seek foreign employment while the others fulfilled the 

household duties (Massey et al. 1993). Where financial needs within the household were not met by 

local income generation, the family could rely on money sent back (remittances) by those employed 

abroad to sustain economic well-being.  



Chapter Two: Migration, Mobility and Social Networks 

31 
 

arise in the course of migration come to function as independent causes themselves” 

(Massey et al. 1993: 448). The following discussion provides insight into such ‘new 

conditions’, which are also active in making subsequent movement more probable.  

2.4.3.1 Network Theory 

Network theory sees the phenomenon of migration as being socially embedded and 

social networks as a major feature in the sustaining of social ties that enable 

migration. This thesis seeks to develop understanding of the use of social networks 

during migratory journeys to asylum in Northern Ireland, therefore, this theory is of 

particular relevance. Social networks are considered important in facilitating 

connections which link immigrants in the place of destination to known Others back 

in their origin country. ‘Migrant networks’, recognised as “sets of interpersonal ties 

that link migrants, former migrants, and non-migrants in origin and destination areas 

by ties of kinship, and shared community origin” (Massey 1990: 7), are a major 

source of social capital which would-be migrants utilise to pursue international 

migration.
25

 Social capital theory is based on the premise that social relations have 

favourable benefits for network members (a more detailed definition and analysis of 

this theory is discussed in Chapter Three). ‘Migrant networks’ are used as conduits 

for information about the migration process, and opportunities and difficulties in the 

area of destination (see Massey 1990; Zhao 2003; Thieme 2006; Garip 2008 - 

internal migration). They are accepted as an entry point for getting jobs, 

accommodation, loans, saving money and sending remittances home (Arango 2004; 

Thieme 2006). To emphasise the connection between social networks and 

international migration, Arango states: “The importance of networks for migration 

can hardly be overstated… [They] rank amongst the most important explanatory 

factors…” (2004: 28; also King 2012). 

This approach suggests that the first migrants to leave in search of a new destination 

have no social networks to draw upon for support and will ultimately experience 
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 The social and economic impacts of migration are significantly lessened as a result of ‘migrant 

networks’ (Massey 1990; Massey and Espinosa 1997; Massey, et al. 1994). Such social connections 

help lower journey costs (transport and accommodation), information and search costs (time and effort 

normally put into job-hunting and securing), opportunity costs (income lost during migration process), 

and psychological costs (stress of leaving home environment and moving to unfamiliar surroundings) 

(Massey 1990). The “accessibility of migrant networks in turn makes labor migration a very attractive 

strategy for risk diversification, which is an adaptive response to uncertainty that is open to 

households” (ibid.: 17).   
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migration as economically, socially and psychologically challenging. As a result of 

migration initiation and the social structures that bind kinship and friendship groups, 

the potential costs and risks of migration are lowered for family members and friends 

who had remained at home. They now have a direct connection with the destination 

area and an eased opportunity to follow their network co-member and gain 

employment.
26

 Interestingly, due to relatively low immigration levels to Northern 

Ireland, a first wave of in-country asylum applicants is now occurring. While 

communication between current asylum seekers and refugees and their family and 

friends back in their country of origin is maintained, migration perpetuation is 

limited. The process of ‘cumulative causation’ does not occur as the theory would 

suggest. This is somewhat explained by the imposition of government policy 

intervention on international migration, the limited reach of social networks, and the 

prevailing circumstances of life in exile, which will each be elaborated upon later in 

this chapter.  

2.4.3.2 Cumulative Causation 

‘Migrant networks’ encourage the perpetuation of migration - chain migration -

through a process known as cumulative causation. Cumulative causation theory, 

conceived by Myrdal (1957), postulates that international migration sustains itself by 

creating more migration. The theory was later developed by Massey and his 

colleagues (Massey 1990; Massey et al. 1994; Massey and Zenteno 1999) during 

their work on the perpetuation of Mexico-USA migration. It suggests that social 

networks develop rapidly among immigrants as each new individual who moves 

meets new friends and other migrants with migration experience, generating 

additional social relations and continually building upon their network base. As 

networks expand, migrant social capital accumulates and more migration-

information and resources are obtained and passed through ‘feedback channels’ to 

potential migrants, which spur them to migrate. Massey et al. state that “causation is 

cumulative in that each act of migration alters the social context within which 

subsequent migration decisions are made, typically in ways that make additional 
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 Employment prospects in the destination area are further increased as social obligations within kin 

and friendship groups encourage the sharing of information, which secure access to the labour market 

(Massey et al. 1993). Migration as a risk-diversifying strategy is made more viable as social networks 

to potential destinations open up employment opportunities abroad. Emigration, thus, becomes “a 

reliable and secure source of income” (ibid.: 449).  
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movement more likely” (1993: 451). Having extended international migration 

streams to someone with migrant experience is suggested to lower the cost for 

subsequent migration of friends and family by paving their way to follow. Massey et 

al., furthermore, suggest that “[o]nce the number of networks in an origin area 

reaches a critical threshold, migration becomes self-perpetuating because each act of 

migration itself creates the social structure needed to sustain it” (1993: 449).
27

  

Contesting the cumulative causation theory, Engbersen et al. (2013) draws on 

empirical evidence to provide an argument for the decline in migration flows through 

established migration corridors. They assert that the case of Moroccan migration to 

the Netherlands reflects a new concept, that of ‘diminutive causation’, where 

migration has been diminishing steadily since the mid-1990s. Such decline, they 

suggest, is a result of three mechanisms: the changing attitude of settled migrants in 

the Netherlands and their ability to support subsequent migrants due to macro-level 

factors, such as Dutch migration policies, limited labour market opportunities and a 

hostile public reception towards Muslims; negative or ‘migration-undermining’ 

feedback sent to potential migrants in Morocco; and the resulting changing attitudes 

to migration within sending regions of Morocco, which have affected migration 

aspirations (Engbersen et al. 2013). Although Engbersen and his colleagues 

recognise their argument has limitations, it does provide pertinent insight into the 

reasoning for declining migration patterns in long-established migration corridors 

and the effects of information feedback on ‘migrant networks’, in general.  

The next part of the chapter will provide an introduction to the utility of social 

networks in facilitating migration by shifting to a more empirically rooted 

discussion. A rich review of social network literature is provided in Chapter Three, 

with a specific focus on social network formation and use. The following will shape 

both the theoretical and practical grounding that undergird this study. 

2.5 Social Networks and Migration: A Critique 

Recognising a change in the geography of migration, King (1993) called for 

geographers and social scientists to draw on historical knowledge of migration but 
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 King (2008) contends that examination of ‘migrant networks’ provide three further important 

insights into the migration process. It advances understanding of the dynamics of differential 

migration; helps to predict future migration, since networks ‘reproduce’ migrants through time; and 

contributes to resolving a major theoretical distinction between the initial causes of migration and its 

perpetuation, and its diffusion in time and space (King 2008: 22; also Fussell 2012).  



Chapter Two: Migration, Mobility and Social Networks 

34 
 

not to be reliant on it entirely for understanding contemporary events. He recognised 

that migration patterns have been shifting in recent decades, as has our understanding 

of the processes behind this change. Therefore, a deeper consideration of time-space 

specificity of migration mobility has become imperative. Here, discussion will turn 

to the role of social networks in migration. An understanding of this effectiveness 

will be discussed, in keeping with the encompassing theme of this thesis.  

While newly drawn theoretical attention to social networks, as previously discussed, 

has provided a necessary sociological perspective of migration, the concept of social 

networks or, more precisely, ‘migrant networks’, has been criticised as one which 

“obscures more than it illuminates” (Samers 2010: 35; also Sayer 1984). Samers 

(2010) asserts that its blanket approach to comprehension of migrations does not 

adequately account for the range of forms, relationships (including power 

imbalances) and functions of social relationships within the network. He states:  

…these networks may be official or unofficial, visible or secretive, long-

distance or local, and they may involve relatively ‘weak ties’ 

(Granovetter, 1973) or strong ones… They may be beneficial to migrants’ 

well-being insofar as they strengthen ‘social capital’ or they may be 

detrimental insofar as they impede access to other networks, institutions, 

markets, and so forth (2010: 35).  

The social networks approach, Samers (2010) suggests, neglects the significant role 

of agents and institutions, such as employers and employment recruitment agencies, 

and as a result of its sociological focus distracts from the importance of space within 

migration discourse. By this, he refers to a concern that “one might get the 

impression that migrants are unproblematically connected across the globe without 

the impediment of distance or borders” (2010: 35). The spatial features of migration 

must be considered in order to understand the phenomena in all its complexity. The 

relationship between the flow of migrants and the distance between the source and 

destination are crucial. The role of barriers to migration, physical features and 

immigration regulations are often obscured in the literature (Cushing and Poot 2004). 

This study takes account of this limitation within the ‘migrant network’ literature and 

further offers insight into role of social networks, which help in counter critical space 
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blockages and the natural and legislative impediments that reside within, relevant to 

people seeking sanctuary. 

Migrants frequently make the most of accessible social networks in their efforts to 

cross international borders (Boyd 1989). The social capital which results from the 

utility of available networks, accrued from household or community-based social 

ties, is evidenced to support and increase the prospect of migration (Massey and 

García-España 1987; Massey and Espinosa 1997). It has potential for initiating the 

process of ‘cumulative causation’ (Massey 1990), as previously discussed. 

Developing this point, Garip (2008), using an internal migration perspective from 

rural Thai villages, claims that the probability of migration is dependent on the 

availability of resources: the “information or direct assistance provided by prior 

migrants to potential migrants” (2008: 594). Thus, as potential migrants’ resources 

increase, so do opportunities to migrate. However, she argues that the degree of such 

increase depends on potential migrants’ (or recipients’) characteristics and the 

strength of ties with prior migrants (or sources). She endorses a move away from the 

linear, one-size-fits-all assumption of migrant social capital
28

 as a resource that 

provides similar outcomes for all individuals (2008: 613),
29

 and suggests that the 

effect of migrant social capital on migration “is not necessarily uniform across 

settings” (2008: 592).
30

  

Gender relations and sending- or receiving-community contexts, Garip further states, 

are integral factors, which impact upon migration potential and result in the creation 

of “differences in community migration patterns overtime” (2008: 592). Undeniably, 

when considering the circumstances of people fleeing their homelands in haste due to 

immediate threat to their personal safety, the utility of social networks and accessibly 

                                                           
28

 Garip’s (2008) findings challenge mainstream migrant social capital accounts, showing that patterns 

of migration are “highly non-linear” for individuals and communities, providing divergent outcomes.  
29

 Garip (2008), furthermore, asserts that a diversity of possible destinations reduced the propensity of 

household and village members’ migration; a result she interprets as “potential migrants preferring in-

depth information about one destination, rather than some information about many destinations” 

(2008: 604/5).  
30

 The breadth of information acquired from village-member weak ties is considered relatively more 

important than information acquired from strong ties from households. This is despite the 

trustworthiness and reliability attached to household networks. Weak ties were significant in this case 

as previous migration knowledge accumulation by parents was mostly recognised as outdated by 

children intending to migrate, while acquired migration information from village peers of the same 

age was seen as most relative to current migration opportunities and working environments. Garip’s 

empirical findings correspond to Granovetter’s (1973) ‘strength of weak ties’ theory, discussed in 

Chapter Three.  



Chapter Two: Migration, Mobility and Social Networks 

36 
 

of social capital for migration may not be permitted. Social capital is a useful concept 

in understanding migration effectiveness among migrants but its use as a resource of 

benefit is not consistent for all mobile people (illustrated further in Chapter Five). 

The relationship between social networks and asylum seekers international mobility 

will be further discussed later on in this chapter. 

Returning to an international context, Collyer (2003, 2006) raises an important issue 

in relation to the changing geography of migration to Europe, which casts a new light 

on ‘migrant networks’ (presented similarly to Engbersen et al. 2013). With an 

established history of Algerian migration to France through colonial connections, 

‘migrant networks’ connecting the two countries are deep. However, due to better 

education and greater awareness of ‘broader geographical horizons’, other possible 

destinations beyond this traditional migration corridor are being pursued. The UK is 

one such new destination. Algerians, in recent years, increasingly speak English in 

addition to French and Arabic and while not considered a reason to migrate, this 

linguistic shift does make migrating to the UK more probable (Collyer 2003). 

Furthermore, with strict migration controls access to existing ‘migrant networks’ is 

weakened, therefore, reducing “the possibility of mobilising the social capital 

inherent in these social networks” (Collyer 2006: 699). As a result, weaker social 

networks are utilised as much as ‘strong’ - family, kin and community - social ties. It 

is ‘weak’ ties - generally acquaintances (Granovetter 1973; see Chapter Three for 

discussion of social ties), which lead Algerian migrants to the UK, alongside 

additional political and economic ‘pull’ factors. Collyer’s empirical research, 

conducted in the United Kingdom on Algerian migrants, including asylum seekers, 

supports his argument.
31

 

The changing geographies of migration over time is identified in Collyer’s research 

and further emphasises the need to challenge existing theories of international 

migration. Algerian migrants are, he states, increasingly avoiding traditional 

migration networks, notwithstanding the existence of family members in France. The 
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 A perception of British society as more tolerant towards Arabs and Muslims, weighted against a 

view of France being increasing less receptive to Algerian immigrants was highlighted as an 

influencing factor in considering the UK as a migration destination for Algerians. So too was the 

prospect of life in a country which had no political ties to Algeria (Collyer 2003: 13). The legacy of 

political networks between France and Algeria is a deterrent for some, plus a perceived lack of 

commonality with the settled Algerian populations makes France less desirable. The British economy 

and a need for casual labourers, moreover, made the UK an attractive place as labour opportunities 

were perceived to be plentiful (Collyer 2003).  
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UK is also appealing despite the narrow range of social networks and limited 

existence of settled Algerian communities (Collyer 2003: 11/12). These findings 

query the social capital theory within migration as strong family and community 

social relations are overlooked by some migrants in pursuit of particular destinations. 

Collyer presents an insightful challenge to academic understanding of migration 

along recognised migration corridors and provides a particularly significant view into 

the changing scope of migration over time, where social networks effectiveness can 

flux and are dependent on wider social and political context.  

2.5.1 Government Policy and Migration Options 

The engine of history was represented as the driving force of migration. 

Frontier and border crossings were merely the stages that had to be 

passed as part of the grander temporal narrative of the migrant story 

(Papastergiadis 2000: 53).  

The movement of people internationally has historically been an accepted reality. In 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries migration was occurring at an increased rate, 

due to colonisation and the movement of Europeans to the new worlds. Though, 

conversely, with the remapping of geopolitical space, the development of national 

boundaries, and the invention and adoption of passports after the First World War, 

impositions to international travel were emerging (Papastergiadis 2000). National 

borders are a distinctive feature of the nation-state and migration regulations are set 

to protect the indigenous national community within. Papastergiadis suggests that 

“the national border becomes like a skin of the community… Citizenship and exile 

are the dual categories that determine either inclusion or exclusion from the nation-

state” (2000: 54).  

During the twentieth century, particularly in the 1950s and 1960s, migration to 

Europe developed along colonial channels of influence, which centred on historical, 

cultural and linguistic ties (Collyer 2003). The 1980s, however, gave rise to new 

migration patterns as migrants to Europe “began to travel to, and settle in, countries 

with very little previous settlement and no historical, cultural or economic links” 

(ibid.: 2). Increased migration on a global scale resulted in pressure to curtail cross-

border movement. Potential new destinations, particularly for would-be migrants in 

developing countries became harder to reach. Government policies and widespread 
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poverty were increasing, while viable opportunities for migration were lessening. 

The plight of migrants moving for political, socioeconomic or ecological reasons 

were seen as a challenge to wealthy countries (Wood 1994), and migration, more 

than ever, was denoted as a political issue.  

A person’s rights to border-crossings had a direct impact upon migratory movement. 

Acceptance of some migrants and not others was entwined in the laws of nation-

states, which held favour and influence based on “profits… national identity, 

considerations of national security and the extent of multiculturalism in the state” 

(Hagen-Zanker 2008: 8/9). Resultantly, migration becomes almost impossible for 

many people, unless alternative, costly and irregular means are sought. 

The tightening up of visa requirements and control procedures in Europe, 

especially after the introduction of the Schengen system in 1992, sent out 

immediate shockwaves, forcing many migrants to choose lengthy, costly 

and rather insecure roundabout ways (Marconi 2008: 6).  

Thus, the imposition of restrictive measures to curtail international migration has a 

direct impact on the operation of ‘migrant networks’. As Massey and his colleagues 

state: “Nothing invalidates traditional approaches to migration as effectively as 

border control policies” (1998: 14).  

Since the 1990s, the increased immobility of migrants, within the European context, 

has meant ‘migrant networks’ are perceived as being less accessible than they once 

were. Closed-door policies have not only halted some migrations, they have 

encouraged new migration channels as migrants are drawn to and through places that 

per se would not be main attraction poles (Marconi 2008). A contemporary 

geopolitical and politicised issue, neighbouring cities and countries are used as 

transit locations and, more so, gateways to target destinations. Increasingly used in a 

stepping-stone process to reach desired counties, transit countries may provide useful 

information on further migration and income opportunities. Migrants may also 

remain as permanent residents by default (Marconi 2008). For many individuals who 

made Northern Ireland their place of asylum, their migration route often took them 

via transit countries (see Chapter Five). The passing through a third country, or 

numerous countries for fewer people, was an independently planned strategic 
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endeavour, while for others the stop-over was orchestrated by the human-smuggler 

who conducted their journey.  

In highlighting the shaping of migration control by national states and supra-nation 

territories such as the European Union, Samers (2010) examined some common 

entry points for migrants into Europe, including from Ceuta and Melilla - two 

Spanish enclaves in Northern Morocco. Both coastal locations are popular 

destinations for entry into Spanish territory and, ultimately, the EU. Samers (2010) 

suggests that since 2005, the development of stringent structural barriers of 

fortification to curtail entry into these enclaves has forced migrants from Western 

Africa to seek alternative passage routes to Spain. As a result of the increased 

security and border authority presence in these locations, in subsequent years, 

migrants began to pursue sea crossings from Mauritania to the Canary Islands. As 

popularity of this migration route took hold, in 2006, Spanish and Moroccan 

authorities commenced patrolling operations off-shore to stop the new sea crossings. 

The operation was successful in achieving its objective of stemming international 

crossing to Spanish territory from Mauritania.  

However, in response, migrants quickly developed an alternative route further south, 

from Senegal, engaging in longer sea-crossings to reach the same Spanish islands. 

Samers stresses that as a result of initial migration regulation enforcement and the 

interaction between migrants and Spanish Civil Guards in Ceuta and Melilla, “a local 

geography of enforcement” was produced (2010: 4); an enforcement which shaped 

the entire migratory system in Western Africa. Expansive efforts to stem such 

movements may curtail efforts in certain localised areas, however, alternative routes 

are inevitably established despite the presence of risk and inaccessibly. The 

materiality of the border impedes mobility as bodies are stopped from progressing 

through precise spaces. The border becomes a point of fixity in the migrants’ spatial 

trajectory, however, with desperation as the impetus for migration, they are forced to 

travel long distances and engage in dangerous and unpredictable passages. These are 

“often by the cheapest available option to reach the European Union and other 

wealthier states” (Samers 2010: 4). Migration simply cannot be stopped using 

deterrence means, although the material infrastructure and conditions of physical 

bordering impacts on social action and spatial mobility, making migration all the 

more problematic. 
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As Western countries continue to enforce tactics to prevent unauthorised migration, 

migrants are all too often forced to engage with illegal organisations to facilitate their 

journeys.
32

 In tandem with increased state migration restriction measures is the 

increased deviousness and sophistication of human-smugglers and traffickers 

(Whitwell 2002). This results in “more hazardous and circuitous journeys for the 

migrant” and added vulnerability, where migrants are “entrapped” in dangerous 

situations, stranded in transit countries or they “find themselves in a country other 

than that of choice, cut off from their social and family networks” (Whitwell 2002: 

10). Thus, “[t]he rationale that social capital lowers the cost of migration does not 

apply if social networks can no longer be relied upon for support” (Collyer 2006: 

706). With social support through family and friends less relevant, people of 

influence who can facilitate the journey more effectively, though at a monetary cost, 

are inevitably called upon. Consequently, it is often the smugglers who determine the 

geographical destination of their clients (as illustrated by Koser 1998; Koser and 

Pickering 2002). Collyer refers to this process of payment for migration facilitation 

as “a classic example of transforming economic capital into social capital”, as “the 

smuggler is effectively employed to extend the reach of a migrant’s social and search 

network” (2006: 706).  

2.5.2 Smugglers as Facilitators: Aiding Asylum Seekers’ Migration 

Social networks have been recognised as a necessary support structure for certain 

migrating people. They have been shown to provide significant assistance to 

‘migrants’, including also asylum seekers and refugees as they cross international 

borders in search of sanctuary (Jacobsen 2006). Although, as Koser (1998) presents 

from studies of Iranians in the Netherlands and concerning family ties, social 

networks may not operate in expected ways (Koser and Pinkerton 2002a, 2002b; Salt 

2000 - offer similar findings). 
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 Border sanctions play an integral role in the development and utility of migrants’ social networks. 

Faced with border control restrictions, Collyer (2006) suggests three possible factors for migrants: 

They are less able to utilise existing migrant networks as physically bridging connections which join 

family and friends is increasing problematic, coinciding with Whitwell’s (2002) outcomes analysis; 

post-entry restrictions encourage greater dependency on social networks which exist from family or 

friends, especially in instances concerning visa over-stayers or those who have entered clandestinely 

and remain in the host country as undocumented migrants; and smugglers are utilised in the process of 

migration, owing to heightened border control measures. 
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The role of social networks in the dissemination of country of asylum information for 

potential asylum seekers is presented by Koser and Pinkerton (2002a). They provide 

a contemporary perspective on social network utility of asylum seekers in the UK. In 

summary, their study illustrates the influential role social networks play in aiding 

migration: “providing information about destinations, facilitating migration and 

aiding integration after arrival” (Koser and Pinkerton 2002b: 1). Other functions also 

include selectivity of who migrates and who remains, the timing of migration and 

destination choice. Social networks, thus, provide a crucial perspective on the 

situation of migration involving people forced to seek asylum. Friends and family, it 

seems, are well placed to offer information on countries of asylum. However, asylum 

seekers may, conversely, have limited access to their social networks if their 

migratory fate is placed in the hands of human-smugglers (Koser and Pinkering 

2002a, 2002b). Indeed, a similar occurrence is evidenced in this study. Despite the 

majority of research participants having social networks which reached to ‘western’ 

countries, by virtue of facilitation by smugglers their social networks were rendered 

redundant. Country of destination was decided upon by the smuggler for the vast 

majority of participants. 

Social networks have been deemed as a necessary support structure for migrating 

people. However, when the people in question are forced to flee their homelands due 

to fear and persecution, the appropriateness of this approach to migration is called 

into question. Koser and Pinkerton (2002a) assert, with consideration for asylum 

seekers, that if close friends and family have spent an extended period of time in host 

countries they may no longer possess the relevant information required to aid would-

be migrants. In addition, “there is often a tendency for migrants to focus on the 

positive aspects of their experiences in host countries or to misrepresent their 

experiences” (Koser and Pinkerton 2002b: 3). The positive retelling of experiences in 

Northern Ireland was evident in this study, often misrepresented to protect family 

members back home from worry. This pattern emphasises the potential for inaccurate 

or misleading information to be given. Koser and Pinkerton (2002b) warn against 

making generalisations about potential asylum seekers because “[s]ome asylum 

seekers may not have the time or resources to contact social networks and to receive, 

evaluate and use information in their decision whether, when and where to migrate”, 

if their immediate situation is not conducive to such organisation (2002b: 2).  
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Koser and Pinkerton (2002a, 2002b) stress that the ‘new geographies’ of asylum 

seekers’ migrations have weakened the importance of social networks or, indeed, 

resulted in a complete absence of them. Factors most significant to asylum migration, 

they argue, are an increased lack of linkages between asylum seekers in their origin 

countries and new countries of asylum; greater gathering of onward migration 

knowledge from ‘transit’ countries, particularly for those who travel to ‘western’ 

countries; and the significant role smugglers play in migration trajectories. Thus, 

indicating a shift away from ‘migrant networks’ as information sources on 

destination countries. Consequently, as recognised in this study also, smugglers 

provide efficient routes to new countries where social networks may not exist. The 

choice of destination is often dictated by the smugglers, therefore, “functions 

traditionally served by social networks” are of reduced importance (Koser and 

Pinkerton 2002b: 2). The extent of smugglers’ knowledge, however, regarding 

countries of asylum, they argue, may be limited and inaccurate. Other sources of 

information available to potential asylum seekers may still come from formal 

institutions, the media, including the internet, and travel agents.  

Smuggler networks are sophisticated in their extent and degree of flexibility and, in 

many regards, are frequently one step ahead of the immigration control policy 

makers. As people are forced to take greater risks in order to reach new international 

destinations, smugglers provide services to meet their needs. Collaboration with 

corrupt police and immigration officers is a tactic used to extend exploitative systems 

while minimising risk of interception (Khosravi 2007; Marconi 2008; Koser 2008, 

2013). Smuggling can be a very profitable ‘business’ (Bilger et al. 2006; van Liempt 

and Doomernik 2006). The cost of migration for asylum seekers and irregular 

migrants, alike, is paid mainly by themselves (or their families) and smugglers 

benefit financially. 

2.6 Conclusion 

The topic of migration is complex and there exists a vast literature on the theme. This 

chapter sought, however, to provide an overview of migration and experience 

relevant to the social and spatial mobility of asylum seekers and refugees, while 

drawing inspiration from the wider literature and definitional understandings within 

academic, legal and public discourses. Mobilities theory was introduced as a guiding 
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framework for the forthcoming discussion of migration into Northern Ireland. While 

emphasising the real and representative experiences of movement, mobility and 

immobility, it does not seek to impose a wrap-around understanding of the processes 

surrounding movement. It offers a non-linear approach, which will inform my 

interpretation of the Northern Irish case. Social networks and their relevance to the 

migration process will also be particularly useful for analysing the experience of 

asylum seekers and refugees. How they are used and their effectiveness is 

undoubtedly contingent on the social, political and historical context in which 

individuals are situated and this will be reflected in my analysis. With tighter and 

increasingly restrictive immigration barriers alternative methods are being deployed 

and some of which override the significance of social networks. The materiality of 

the border and the curtailing of access to specific spaces for certain groups of people 

encourages the employment of unlawful travel agents and smugglers. Their role 

becomes one of providing opportunities for mobile people to cross international 

borders to countries beyond the scope of their personal networks. The following 

chapter will examine in further detail the role of social networks and in particular 

reflect upon the importance of ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ social ties, social capital and 

friendship development in aiding and enhancing the migration journey.  
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Chapter Three 

Immigration and Integration: The Formation of Social 

Networks  

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter is primarily concerned with the concept of social networks. It provides a 

theoretical base for understanding the social relations between individuals. While 

little research has been conducted on social networks in Northern Ireland 

specifically, within Great Britain and further afield such studies are plentiful, 

especially those pertaining to the relationship between social networks and 

integration. To date, studies of immigrant integration have tended to focus attention 

on homogeneous ethnic communities within neighbourhoods to the exclusion of 

individual immigrant trajectories. Contemporary research has neglected the 

complexity of migrant ties within host countries (Morosanu 2010). A greater 

discussion on the formation and use of mixed, cross-national networks which link 

immigrants of different ethno-national origins is required. There are many lessons, 

nonetheless, to be learnt from research undertaken across international perspectives 

on such matters, as many of the same central issues are encountered no matter the 

geographical milieu. Although recognising the strength of a diaspora discourse and 

‘forced’ migration studies connection (Wahlbeck 2002), this thesis moves away from 

diaspora debates in an attempt to centre discussion on the realities of individuals and 

their asylum migration and resettlement trajectories.
33

 This thesis presents an 

opportunity to appreciate fully formative integration in today’s multicultural 

societies, with a particular focus on asylum seekers and refugees. 

In Chapter Two, the concept of social networks was introduced in relation to 

migration. The significance of social networks in supporting, and perpetuating, 

international movement was discussed. This chapter concentrates predominantly on 

the formation and use of social networks from when immigrants arrive in host 

countries. The discussion will draw on literature pertaining to indigenous populations 
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 Furthermore, recent literature within diaspora studies has raised concern regarding the notion of 

displaced communities and suggested a move away from diasporic and large community identity is 

important to draw closer understanding of the individuals that make up such ‘communities’ (see Amit 

and Rapport 2002, 2012). 
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and immigrants. How individuals construct, organise and maintain social 

relationships will be examined in the context of specific social and political 

environments. Literature on friendship and foci of activity relevant to new arrivals’ 

resettlement positioning will be analysed. The principle of social capital will be 

further explored herein and will complement the previous chapter’s introduction to 

the concept. 

Unlike non-forced migrants who ordinarily seek new international horizons of their 

own volition, asylum seekers and refugees, upon flight from their home countries, are 

often cut from their social and family networks. While some are capable of 

maintaining transnational relationships using telephone and other modern social 

networking technologies, they also instinctively take steps to form new personal and 

institutional relationships in their host country. These formative steps of orientation 

(and eventual integration) often begin with the formation of friendship networks, and 

‘informal’ and ‘formal’ support networks. The diversity of social networks that an 

individual has will have significant influence on their capacity to resettle and 

integrate in a new society.  

3.2 Social Networks Defined 

Social networks are made up of intangible social ties or relationships that exist 

between individuals. All people are involved in social relationships, which connect 

them with other people. With this thought in mind, John Donne’s observation that no 

man is an island resonates.
34

 People need other people and, therefore, develop and 

maintain relationships to fulfil this need (Zeggelink 1995). According to Simmel 

(1955), modern society depends upon the presence of loosely-connected social 

networks to function. He states: “Society arises from the individual and the 

individual arises out of association” (1955: 163). The most easily recognisable 

example of a social network is the family, where networks are often based on 

‘strong’ social ties which hold members together. Similar strong ties are evident 

among kinship group members and friends. Strong ties are most recognisable by the 

ease of connection which exists between the individuals involved. A brief example to 

illustrate this connectedness is the existence of close interpersonal relational traits; 

such as ease of conversation, familiarity with eachothers’ personal lives, mutual 
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support and reciprocated trust. A strong tie is someone who you know well, with 

whom you probably share similar interests. 

Conversely, contact with casual personal contacts, acquaintances or public service 

representatives facilitate the creation of social ties defined as ‘weak’. A weak tie is a 

more tenuous relationship with someone who may have different interests and is 

interacted with infrequently. The relationship between individuals in a weak tie is 

less close and less personal than that of a strong tie, though, pertinent to all ties 

regardless of their ‘strength’, it may have particular content (information or 

resources) which is mutually beneficial to the individuals involved. All people have 

both strong and weak tie relationships in their social networks, which are continually 

being created and maintained. The ‘strength’ of social ties (Granovetter 1973, 1983) 

has become a much debated topic within sociology.  

The significance of social ties is recognised for information-sharing and 

communication, community organisation and integration (Granovetter 1973). Among 

actors engaged in social networks of any scale, be they individuals, organisations, 

neighbourhoods, or nations, they are continually an influential force for each other. 

Social networks help to shape actors’ everyday lives, their beliefs, attitudes, 

behaviours, actions and outcomes, through mutual interaction (Campbell and Lee 

1992; Pescosolido 2006). Social relationships within networks may be either positive 

or negative. They can offer new members inclusion into a community or either 

exclude directly or isolate through stringent placing of social and behavioural 

boundaries (Portes 1998; Putnam 2000). Nonetheless, social networks are used by 

different people for different purposes (Feld 1984). Fischer et al. (1977) make this 

assertion clear by their use of a binary perspective of provision within networks, 

which is determined by the type of relationship engaged in. ‘Relationships of 

commitment’ are most commonly attained from family and are defined by their long 

duration, high intimacy, and infrequent contact and are least readily available from 

voluntary organisations; and ‘relationships of convenience’, on the other hand, are 

recognised as relatively shortlived, less intimate and involving frequent contact, and 

are said to derive from workplaces and neighbourhoods.  

Favoured by a number of scholarly disciplines for its usefulness in the development 

of social organisation analysis, the social network approach is recognised typically as 
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a perspective or framework for theory-making, rather than a theory in itself 

(Pescosolido 2006). In its fundamental sense, a social network is a “structure of 

relationships linking social actors” (Marsden 2004: 2727). Pescosolido (2006) 

provides further analysis and states that social networks consist of three distinct 

characteristics: structure, content and function. Structure refers to the architectural 

element of network ties such as size, density or relationship type; content 

incorporates the ability for both physical and non-physical resources to pass across 

network ties (with reference to “attitudes and opinions” or conversely “tangible 

experiences and collective memory”); and function includes the various outcomes 

which the social network provides, such as “emotional support, instrumental aid, 

appraisal and monitoring” (2006: 210). They are recognised as “the actual set of 

links of all kinds among sets of individuals” and provide informative, normative or 

exchange functions (Mitchel 1973: 26).  

Moreover, concerned about an oversimplified and reductionist understanding of 

social networks, Clark (2007) argues that not only linkages between two individuals 

must be considered, but also how such links function and exist. Scott (2000) provides 

a more holistic description and recognises social networks as: “the contacts, ties and 

connections, the group attachments and meetings, which relate one agent to another 

and so cannot be reduced to the properties of the individuals themselves” (2000: 3). 

In this thesis, analysis of social networks will focus not simply upon dyadic 

relationships between individuals, it will also account for the temporal and spatial 

context that enables social ties to form. Furthermore, the presence of strong and weak 

ties, which relate asylum seekers and refugees to other people is pertinent. The 

‘strength’ of social networks perspective provides a theoretical foundation for 

analysis of the research findings.  

3.3 Contrasting Strong and Weak Social Ties 

Opinion regarding the ‘strength’ of social ties has shaped scholarly thought over 

recent decades and the usefulness of both strong ties and weak ties are a critical point 

of discussion within academic literature. Early common perception held that social 

relationships which exist between people who have close bonds are most 

advantageous for network members, while “weak ties were often denounced as 

generative of alienation” (from Wirth 1938, in Granovetter 1973: 1378). Opposing 
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this viewpoint, Granovetter (1973) emphasises the power of social ties outside the 

immediate family and close friends as necessary for social and economic mobility. It 

has been suggested that such networks are especially relevant for facilitating 

employment and entrepreneurial success. Coining the term ‘strength of weak ties’, he 

dismissed the belief that strong ties, such as family and kin circles and close friends, 

are most effective in finding employment. Weak ties, incorporating acquaintances 

and various contacts that may exist across social divides based on religion, class, 

ethnicity, gender and socio-economic status, he declared, are most beneficial for 

accessing jobs, as well as getting information, (unexpected) opportunities and 

creating political allies. Portes (1998) presents a similar argument based on close 

social networks within ethnic groups. Of most relevance to this work is the inference 

that going outside one’s own socially homogeneous surroundings to meet people 

could be a fruitful opportunity. It will be interesting to examine to what extent such 

socialisation is played out among asylum seekers and refugees as they attempt to 

construct new social networks in unfamiliar surroundings, particularly in light of 

their politicised existence in exile. 

Strong ties involving family and close friends are suggested by Granovetter (1973) to 

provide an intense multi-stranded form of social support and play an important role 

in emotional stability (also Homans 1961). Rose et al. (1998) suggest an association 

between strong ties and a notion of “protected community”, in that the closed nature 

of strong bonds between individuals act to “protect” them from the “anonymity of 

the big city” and the Other who is seen as different from themselves (1998: 5).
35

 

Granovetter (1973) argued that such ties are less valuable than weak ties as they link 

people whose sociological position is similar to their own. Close friends and kin are 

more likely to know the same people and hear of the same opportunities, therefore, 

sharing stagnant information and restricting new information flows (Aroian 1992; 

Hagan 1998). Indeed, Putnam (2000) states that for “people at the margins of 

mainstream economic and social institutions”, weak ties have “an especially strong 

impact” on their potential fortunes (2000: 320); where strong ties are good for 
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“getting by”, weak ties are crucial for “getting ahead” (de Souza Briggs, in Putnam 

2000: 23).
36

 Therefore, it is suggested:  

Weak ties are more likely to act as “gateways” facilitating the flow of 

information or as bridges to other spheres of society or other resource 

systems removed from the individual’s network of strong, dense ties; they 

may also lead to new networks of strong ties (Rose et al. 1998: 4/5). 

Weak ties are recognised as important in developing integration opportunities as a 

result of the range of resources for whom they might provide access (Granovetter 

1973; Wellman 1979). Such social ties with neighbours, work colleagues and 

organisational members are, however, recognised to be “less durable than ties with 

friends and immediate kin” (Wellman 1996). 

After a decade of stressing the importance of weak ties, Granovetter (1983) does, 

however, state that strong ties “have greater motivation to be of assistance and are 

typically more easily available” (1983: 209). He also acknowledged that the 

resources gained from social ties are a result of the quantity and the utility of ties of 

different ‘strengths’ and are not just dependent on their presence. Granovetter’s 

change in perspective coincides with his jesting: “lest readers… ditch all their close 

friends and set out to construct large networks of acquaintances, I had better say that 

strong ties can also have value” (ibid.). Critical of Granovetter’s strict analysis of 

weak ties and emphasising the important of context - spatial and political realities, 

Clark (2007) asserts that it is unlikely a single tie will weld such success, as other 

factors such as trust, reputation, and goodwill, which are intrinsic to the relationship, 

may also involve third parties (citing Eve 2002, in Clark 2007).  

3.4 Critiques of Social Network Analysis 

The social network perspective has been subject to criticism. Clark (2007), for 

example, argues that an over-emphasis on mathematically-focused analysis omits a 

substantive understanding about social relations. He states that this may be, in part, 

“due to the treatment of networks as ‘real’ objects rather than representational” 

(2007: 21). He further asserts that theorisation of a social networks’ relative value in 

identifying strong or weak ties remains “empirically weak” and knowledge of the 
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 This description of strong and weak ties has been adapted from that given to ‘bonding’ and 
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number or type of ties is not as important as their function. As the presence of strong 

or weak ties alone is not enough to make judgement on their importance to network 

members, identification of the number of overlapping connections, physical distance 

between network members, and degree of equality and reciprocity are each relevant 

to judge and attribute strength classifications to networks (Crow 2004: 8). 

Granovetter’s theory has also been criticised for not clearly comprehending the ties 

which are located between the binary of ‘strong’ and ‘weak’, including those of a 

non-personal nature; such as, for example, “the capacity of pets to function as social 

bridges” (Hyvänen 2008: 436).  

From his studies on civic engagement within the United States, Putnam claims that 

“exhaustive descriptions of social networks in America - even at a single point in 

time - do not exist”, emphasising that neatly distinguishable measures of 

‘bondingness’ nor ‘bridgingness’ could not be found (2000: 23). He offers the view 

that ‘bonding’ and ‘bridging’ within social capital, which are terms theoretically 

associated with strong and weak ties, respectively, “are not ‘either-or’ categories into 

which social networks can be neatly divided” (ibid.).
37

 The binary opposition of 

strong and weak ties has been called into question. Although the two are defined 

explicitly based on their structure and potential values (Granovetter 1973), their 

differences in reality are less clear-cut. Furthermore, the question of when, or if, 

weak ties become strong has been largely ignored by scholars. For instance, with this 

study in mind, when asylum seekers arrive to their new host country with no co-

national social networks to call upon, establishing social relationships with 

unfamiliar people is inevitable. Subsequently, over time, some of these associations 

develop into close friendships (or also romantic relationships) and are reinforced by 

solidarity and mutual support, each features which are theoretically resonant of 

strong tie relations. This process of protracted relationship development is, thus, 

representative of weak to strong tie transition.  

Burrowing from anthropology, the concept of ‘relatedness’ adds a useful perspective 

that moves the argument away from weak and strong ties classifications, particularly 

regarding when one becomes the other. The concept recognises that social 

connections between individuals, which are maintained through everyday 

interactions, create a lived experience of ‘relationship’ (Carsten 2000). It does not 
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rely on an arbitrary distinction between biology and culture or presume what 

constitutes kinship or community or, indeed, weak and strong relations. The 

boundaries between different forms of relatedness, nonetheless, are malleable and 

difficult to assess. Within neighbourhoods, community settings or public spaces 

where people interact, relatedness is continually ‘under construction’ through 

everyday acts of socialisation (ibid.).  

Furthermore, Clark (2007) expresses unease with the idea of social ties being 

presented as a strategic means to access resources and gain insider knowledge. He 

opposes the view that social networks fulfil an almost utilitarian role and instead 

recognises the role of loyalty, respect, emotions and social position in developing 

relationships. This study seeks to avoid this analytical weakness by understanding 

social networks within their social, emotional and political context. Bulmer (1985) 

claims that the content of ties need to be understood, and emphasises the significance 

of moving beyond merely mapping of connectivity. Missing from the analysis of 

social ties within networks is information on the resources or outputs, be they 

emotional, material or otherwise, which flow through the ties. Social capital theory is 

recognised within the literature as a step in the correct direction to filling the gap that 

exists between too much devotion of interest in the formal aspects of networks (i.e. 

size, density, frequency, etc.) and neglect of the content of the ties. The two 

theoretical applications - social networks and social capital - may at a distance 

appear similar and, indeed, share common assumptions. However, social capital 

theory is more relative to the content of ties and less associated with their structure. 

3.5 Introduction to Social Capital 

The general premise behind the idea of social capital is relatively 

straightforward and simple: investment in social relations with expected 

returns (Lin 1999: 30). 

Social capital has been described as one of the ‘trendiest’ terms in social science 

(Farr 2004). It has become one of the most popular exports from sociological theory 

into everyday language (Portes 1998, 2000). However, it is a term surrounded by 

much debate, regarding its definition, meaning and application to contemporary 

critical social scientific knowledge. Rarely does an introduction to social capital 

literature not highlight its ambiguous nature and its indiscriminate application to 
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social theory. Woolcock stresses his fear over “indiscriminate applications” of the 

theory that offer “a wide variety of meanings” (1988: 155). Other scholars feel the 

meaning of social capital could lose distinct importance amidst the “staggering flood 

of discourse” (Mondak 1988: 433; also Portes 2000; Coradini 2010), as its heuristic 

value is being put to severe test by such diverse applications (Portes 2002).  

The indiscriminate application of social capital is widespread.
38

 Nonetheless, despite 

the many varied definitions, most focus on social relations that have productive 

benefits and where people who are better connected experience better returns. The 

‘quality’ of social capital is ambiguous, also, to the extent that the value of ‘benefits 

accrued’ from social relations and social structures is determined by its recipients, 

when focusing on the micro - personal - level. Therefore, accurately defining and 

measuring the ‘quality’ of beneficial returns is problematic at this scale. Generally, 

benefits from social capital are recognised as information sharing, mutually 

beneficial collective action and decision-making (which can lead to material gain). 

Social interaction can become social capital through the persistence of its effects, 

through time and effort and trusting encounters, benefiting individuals and groups.  

The particular definition of social capital used by scholars depends greatly on the 

level of investigation or the specific discipline of a study (Robison et al. 2002). 

Indeed, its definitional usage depends on whether the author is studying the 

substance, form, sources, effects or consequences of social capital (Field et al. 2000; 

Adler and Kwon 2002; Grootaert and Van Bastelaer 2002; Robison et al. 2002). It is 

also argued that social capital is presented as an economic term and its multi-

dimensional and multi-disciplinary nature is overlooked. 

3.5.1 Social Capital and other Capital Forms 

A thorough understanding of social capital can be gained by comparing it to other 

theoretical forms of capital.
39

 Within classical economic schools of thought, 
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 Due to its intrinsic, multidimensional nature (Ferragina 2010) it has been used to enlighten many 

topics: decline of ‘civicness’ and trust in developed countries (Putnam 2000); the significance of 

traditional community values (Fukuyama 1995); rural community development (Hanifan 1916); social 

class perpetuation and social immobility (Bourdieu 1986); economic growth in developing countries 

(Helliwell and Putnam 2000); inequality in economic development (Woolcock and Narayan 2000; 

Putnam 2000); creation of human capital (Coleman 1988); eradication of poverty (Narayan 1999-

World Bank); development of sustainable livelihoods for poor people (DFID 2000); among others.  
39

 Lin (2005) describes capital as both a concept and a theory. He asserts: “As a concept, it represents 

investment in certain types of resources of value in a given society. As a theory, it describes the 

process by which capital is captured and reproduced for returns” (2005: 3).  
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particularly in Marxist political economy (Marx 1976 [1867, 1885, 1894]),
40

 capital, 

predominantly, refers to economic investment, where the process of economic 

exchange results in the realisation of financial profit. In general, capital is a resource 

that can be utilised by people to improve their livelihood and life. It can represent 

various forms within society, although economic capital, which refers to monetary 

income as well as other financial resources and assets that can be cashed in for 

money (Bourdieu 1986), is the one most widely considered. Sociologists, however, 

define the concept of capital as being broader than its association with economics. 

According to Bourdieu, capital is “a generalized ‘resource’ that can assume monetary 

and non-monetary as well as tangible and intangible forms” (1986: 243; Anheier et 

al. 1995). Bourdieu also discusses general types of capital: social, cultural and 

symbolic (1986: 248/9). 

Social capital consists of the long-lasting relations and networks built up by an 

individual or group or their sphere of contacts. These actual and potential resources 

can be mobilised through membership of a group or social networks of actors and 

organisations. Members of the group have the support of “collectively-owned capital, 

a ‘credential’ which entitles them to credit, in the various senses of the word”.
41

 

According to Lin, social capital theory “conceptualises production as a process by 

which ‘surplus value’ is generated through investment in social capital” (2005: 3).  

Cultural capital refers to the accumulation of both tangible and intangible, material 

and non-material, valued cultural objects or non-financial social assets, such as 

paintings, sense of dress, physical appearance and the attainment and product of 

knowledge, educational and intellectual qualification and training, which assert status 

within society. It is disaggregated by Coleman (1988) who distinguishes between 

two additional capital types: human and physical. Adding to his typology of capital, 

physical capital is embodied in tools, machinery and other productive technology, 

which facilitate production; and human capital is the skills, experience and 

knowledge acquired by individuals, which determines their value in society. 

Bourdieu (1986) describes symbolic capital as relating to prestige, reputation or 

virtue of family, religious or political positions, which afford privilege in society.  
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Drawing comparison, Portes states: “whereas economic capital is in people’s bank 

accounts and human capital is inside their heads, social capital inheres in the 

structure of their relationships” (1998: 7). Furthermore, Anheier et al. (1995) state 

that the types of capital differ in liquidity and convertibility and in their potential for 

loss through attrition and inflation. Economic capital is the most liquid, as it is the 

most readily convertible form and can be transformed into social and cultural capital. 

Social capital is less liquid as its transformation into economic capital is costlier, 

more contingent and subject to attrition. While the conversion of social capital into 

cultural capital is difficult, the transformation of cultural into social capital is easier. 

The latter conversion is evident within this thesis with respect to the formation of 

new social networks of asylum seekers in Northern Ireland. For example, some 

participants with extensive pre-existing cultural capital in the form of educational 

achievement and English language proficiency (and the confidence these attributes 

brought) were able to convert these personal resources effectively into social capital, 

by virtue of the diverse social networks formed post-arrival. 

3.5.2 Understanding Social Capital 

Social capital is often seen to represent the value of social relations or networks and 

is perceived as a positive and constructive concept. It proposes that good deeds and 

honesty will provide rewards. Adler and Kwon define social capital as “the goodwill 

available to individuals or groups. Its source lies in the structure and content of the 

actor’s social relations. Its effects flow from the information, influence, and 

solidarity it makes available to the actor” (2002: 23). Here, the goodwill that people 

have towards each other is recognised as a valuable resource. Moreover, Woolcock 

and Narayan (2000: 225) sum up an assertive understanding of social capital with the 

common aphorism: “It’s not what you know, it’s who you know” (2000: 225). It is 

wisdom born of experiences and associations with other people through links of 

social interaction that provide inside contact. However, the extent to which people 

are connected is vast; bonded through similarity, bridged through diversity, bound by 

norms of reciprocity.  

The concept of social capital is also used to refer to social relations themselves 

(social ties and norms) and at the same time refers to the trust that exists between 

people. It is, thus, often unclear whether social capital is the “infrastructure” or the 
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“content” of social relations (Woolcock 1998: 156). Putzel (1997) stresses the need 

to clarify the conceptual vagueness by stating whether the existence of social 

networks will lead to positive outcomes really depends on the nature of the message 

that is articulated through them. Much controversy surrounds its application to 

different types of problems and its use in theories involving different units of 

analysis (Portes 2000).
42

  

Recognising that social capital must be discussed in relation to the particular 

discipline, level of study, and context in which it is analysed, settling for one 

definition to the exclusion of others can prove problematic. Given that this study 

seeks to understand social capital in terms of it operationalisation; the presence of 

social networks themselves and their value to the actors involved, a conceptualisation 

which encompasses both will be applied. Therefore, a perspective of social capital 

which comprises both the network itself and the assets that may be mobilised through 

that network is most appropriate (relating to Bourdieu’s social capital,1986 - see 

below). By paying attention to this wider perspective, opportunity is presented to not 

only identify the type and structure of social relations - strong or weak, for example - 

formed and utilised by asylum seekers and refugees, but to gain an insight into the 

benefits accrued - types of resources received - by virtue of participation in social 

networks. The confusion between what social capital is and what it does (Portes 

1998) is lessened with this approach. The existence of social capital and the 

outcomes obtained using it are distinguished. This thesis does recognise social 

capital as being the ‘value’ of social networks and adheres to the interpretation that 

social capital is the outcome of participation in social networks, obedience to norms, 

values and social obligations among network members, which may create both 

advantages and disadvantages.  

While social capital is reliant on social networks, these are not equivalent or 

interchangeable terms. Social networks are the ties that relate people together and 

“provide necessary condition for access to and use of embedded resources” (Lin 

2005: 11). It is from the ‘embedded resources’ within networks that social capital 

forms. Therefore, if social networks did not exist between people, the capturing of 

‘embedded resources’ would not occur. The literature suggests that social capital 
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 According to Portes (1998, 2000), within sociology, social capital is defined as (1) a system of 

control (2) a source of family-mediated benefits and (3) a source of resources mediated by non-family 
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constitutes actors’ ability to secure benefits by virtue of membership in social 

networks or other social structures, and that people with a considerable amount and 

diversity of social networks are more socially and economically secure (and mobile).  

3.5.3 Contemporary Social Capital Thought 

Contemporary social capital has been defined by three main scholars: Bourdieu, 

Coleman and Putnam. Firstly, Bourdieu is recognised as being most prominent in 

bringing social capital to academic attention. He defined it as: “the aggregate of the 

actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of durable networks of 

more or less institutional relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” 

(Bourdieu 1980, in Coradini 2010: 566; Bourdieu 1986: 249).
43

 Bourdieu’s social 

capital focuses on the benefits of accruing value for individuals through participation 

in groups and the “deliberate construction of sociability” (Portes 2000: 45).
44

 The 

existence of social capital, he claims, is “not a natural given, or even a social given”, 

but the product of endless strategies aimed at establishing or reproducing social 

relationships that could be of benefit in the future (Bourdieu 1986: 249). Time and 

effort, therefore, are needed to build relationships with people who possess 

significant skills, influence or knowledge: those richly endowed with social capital 

whom are worth knowing.  

As a result, the amount of social capital an individual will process is dependent upon 

the extent of their social networks and the reserve of capitals each network member 

owns. Indeed, Bourdieu suggests that “the profits which accrue from membership in 

a group are the basis of the solidarity which makes them possible” (1986: 249). Thus, 

without the accrual of benefits the relationships between groups would disintegrate, 

as the determination of profit would be gone.
45

 His conversion view of social capital 
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 Portes (1998: 3, 2000) points out the fact that Bourdieu’s definition of social capital is clearly 

divided into two elements: first, “the social relationship itself that allows individuals to claim access 

to resources possessed by other associates”; and second, “the amount and quality of those resources”.  
44

 Social capital is recognised as the “membership in a group which provides each of its members with 

the backing of the collectively-owned capital, a credential which entitles them to credit, in the various 

senses of the word” (Bourdieu 1986). 
45

 Profit in this context relates to Bourdieu’s economic (individual optimising subject to constraints) 

view of social interaction (Sohel 2002: 145/6; also Portes 2000), however, it also accounts for non-

economic gain: social relations, solidarity, mutual support, trust. 
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distinguishes it as “made up of social obligations (‘connections’), which [are] 

convertible, in certain conditions, into economic capital” (Bourdieu 1986: 243).
46

  

Coleman, publishing soon after Bourdieu, made considerable contributions to the 

study of education by providing an analysis of the use of social capital for the 

acquisition of educational credentials (Portes 1998; Halpern 2005). Coleman (1988) 

understood social capital as a tool used not only by societal elite, but as having value 

to a variety of individuals and communities within society. His work represents an 

important shift from the individual outcomes perspective of Bourdieu to outcomes 

for groups, organisations, institutions or societies.
47

 

As with Bourdieu, Coleman linked social capital with economics. However, with 

strong connections to rational-choice/rational action theory, he draws together 

insights from both sociology and economics.
48

 He is celebrated for giving rational 

choice theory a “human and more collective social face” (Gauntlett 2011: 3), and for 

providing two intellectual strands of social capital. Sociologically, he sees “the actor 

as socialized and action as governed by social norms, rules, and obligations” 

(Coleman 1988: S95), thus, actions are influenced by the surrounding environment 

with no principle driving force to provide purpose or direction (ibid.: S96). 

Economically, he sees “the actor as having goals independently arrived at, as acting 

independently, and as wholly self-interested”, with the driving force being “that of 

maximising utility” (ibid.: S95). An individual’s actions are, nonetheless, he states, 

both motivated and “constrained by the social context” (ibid.: S96). Thus, society at 

large and the economy require the functioning of “norms, interpersonal trust, social 

networks, and social organization” (ibid.). Social capital “exists in the relations 
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 Social capital is recognised by Bourdieu as a channel for actors to gain direct access to economic 

resources, such as subsidized loans, investment tips and protected market; a means to increase their 

cultural capital through association with experts or individuals of refinement or, alternatively, affiliate 

with institutions that confer valued credentials (Bourdieu 1986; Portes 2000). Bourdieu’s social 

capital theory, ultimately, with reference to social status reproduction, depicts a means for people 

from defined upper-class status to preserve their high status identity (Ferragina 2010; Gauntlett 2011). 

Interested in how society was reproduced and how the higher classes maintain their high positions, 

Bourdieu (1986, 1992) saw social capital as a divisive means for the middle and upper classes to 

guard their social circles from the wrong kind of people. 
47

 Coleman was influenced significantly by the work of American economist Loury (1977), whose 

understanding of social capital came from his critique of neo-classical theories and orthodox labour 

economics, which he saw as too individualistic, “focusing exclusively on individual human capital 

and on the creation of a level field for competition based on such skills” (Portes 2000: 46).  
48

  Rational-choice theory suggests that “each actor has control over certain resources and interests in 

certain resources and events” (Coleman 1988: S98) 
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among persons” (Coleman S100/1) and helps to create and maintain social norms 

and sanctions that facilitate mutual support and co-operation in society. 

Coleman asserts that “all social relations and social structures facilitate some form of 

social capital” and are maintained purposefully as a means to attain continual benefit 

provision (1988: S105). However, he notes that certain types of social structures are 

especially important in assessing forms of social capital. These are social networks 

made up of dense linkages that have ‘closure’ - a term theoretically synonymous with 

strong ties. Within networks with ‘closure’ all members of the network are closely 

connected; everyone knows each other and shares commonalities. Such networks are 

stringently enforced by effective norms and collective sanctions. Coleman would 

suggest that social networks typically involving actors who have no direct relation 

with each other - theoretically synonymous with weak ties - do not have ‘closure’.
49

 

Networks with ‘closure’ are, thus, an optimum source of social capital. 

Consequently, due to the open nature of networks without ‘closure’ sanctions are less 

likely to be imposed and negative actions unlikely to be constrained (Coleman 1988: 

S105/6).
50

 Furthermore, social networks that have extensive trustworthiness among 

its members, Coleman (1988) asserts, are able to accomplish more than a group 

without, as obligations will be repaid. Obligations, he suggests, are held as a ‘credit 

slip’, which can be called upon if necessary, and individuals most wealthy or most 

respected may have more credit slips built up to call upon at any time.
51

 Moreover, 

the social relationships that exist may not only be valuable for the credit slips they 

provide but also for the information to which they can create access.
52
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 Coleman (1988) also offers different forms of social capital to express its value, both economic and 

non-economic. Briefly summarised they are: (1) close ties through family, community and religious 

affiliations, which provide the security and trust needed to process transactions. By not adhering to 

rules and obligations, ties could be broken. Using the example of trading within wholesale diamond 

markets, he asserts that, the trustworthiness existing within these ties make transactions possible and 

easy as trust is taken for granted; (2) organisations of groups that wield similar shared traits, beliefs or 

values; (3) normative structures existing within communities, for example, when unattended children 

are looked after by other adults within the vicinity, a shared value which is taken for granted within 

communities; and (4) relationships within a group of people, for example in a market which consists 

of a set of individual merchants who draw help from each other due to their extensive body of social 

capital resulting from their relationships with each other (1988: S97-S100) 
50

 Coleman also introduces a more complex structure relating to the norms imposed by parents on 

children that he calls intergenerational closure (ibid. S106).  
51

 However, individual actors in a social structure differ in the number of credit slips outstanding on 

which they can draw on at any time (Coleman 1988: S103). The difference is dependent upon certain 

hierarchies and structures within social systems.  
52

 Coleman (1988) provides a useful breakdown of the complex relations between trust, expectations 

and obligations: If A does something for B and trusts B to reciprocate in the future, this establishes an 
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Bringing Coleman’s concept into reality, it has been identified among some members 

of the asylum seeker and refugee population of Northern Ireland. For example, the 

social relationships of ‘refused’ asylum seekers, Abkr, Krown and Ziku, from Sudan, 

are predominantly representative of networks with ‘closure’. The three friends are 

bounded together by cultural solidarity and rely upon each other intrinsically. They 

associate almost exclusively with co-nationals, with whom they depend on for 

financial, material and emotional support. These intimate close relations are 

compounded largely because of their shared language and their immigration status as 

‘refused’ asylum applicants and their destitute existence. Sharing of resources, the 

protection they offer each other during this precarious situation, and the adherence to 

cultural and communal behavioural norms of trust solidarity and respect ensures the 

continuity of their close network. Such networks of ‘closure’ are common among the 

study population in Northern Ireland as Chapter Seven will demonstrate, however, 

not consistently. 

Putnam’s work on social capital focuses on towns, cities and even nations, signifying 

a shift in analytical perspective and scale.
53

 His view of social capital incorporates 

“features of social organizations, such as networks, norms, and trust that facilitate 

action and cooperation for mutual benefit…”, indicating that “working together is 

easier in a community blessed with a substantial stock of social capital” (Putnam et 

al. 1993: 35/6). He postulates that by investing in sources of social capital, civic 

areas would become more prosperous and democratic as people would live in 

solidarity. Thus, cities that are evolving and progressing economically are well 

governed as they have stocks of social capital, while poorer cities lack this vertu 

civile (civic virtue). Putnam (2000) establishes that trust is an overriding dimension 

of social capital and a critical component in any social relationship. Therefore, trust 

is better understood, not as social capital per se but as a measure of it. From 

                                                                                                                                                                     
expectation in A and obligation on the part of B. This obligation can be conceived as a credit slip held 

by A for performance by B. If A holds a large number of credit slips for a number of persons with 

whom A has relations, then the analogy to financial capital is direct. These credit slips constitute a 

large body of credit that A can call in if necessary- unless, of course, the placement of trust has been 

unwise, and these are bad debts that will not be repaid (1988: S102).  
53

 His most significant work provides analysis of ‘civicness’ decline in American societies since the 

1960s. It was Putnam’s second book Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American 

Community (2000) which got scholars’ attention. It followed on from his earlier book, titled, Making 

Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy (Putnam et al. 1993), which provided a decisive 

insight into the explanatory power of social capital. 
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Putnam’s perspective, investment is made, not in social networks and institutions that 

produce trust but in trust itself.  

Trust and honesty, according to Putnam (2000), are pivotal in the creation of social 

networks. Trust which stems from personal relationships that are strong and frequent 

- thick trust - is considered imperative in the creation of strong social networks. 

Putnam also notes that thinner trust in the generalized other is also important. Trust 

that is garnered from relationships with people less known to each other “is even 

more useful”, as it “extends the radius of trust beyond the roster of people whom we 

can know personally” (Putnam 2000: 136/7). He states that people who trust others 

are more likely to engage in community activities, such as volunteering, community 

politics, or be more tolerant of minority views and be good citizens, while those with 

greater involvement in community life are more trusted and trustworthy (ibid.: 137). 

Holding social relationships together, he suggests, is the unwritten contract of 

generalized reciprocity. It is this social contract which ensures the commitment that 

one person will do something for another, while not necessarily expecting anything 

immediate in return, and the people involved may not have known each other 

previously (2000: 134).  

An example of generalized reciprocity in practice is evidenced in Chapter Six, which 

illustrates the ‘social gains’ Jafar, from Sudan, achieved by virtue of his tribal and 

community membership. Due to the collective action of his close social group he was 

provided money, with no expectation of repayment, which enabled his escape from 

political persecution in Sudan to Libya. Furthermore, subsequent financial and 

informational assistance from fellow-tribal and co-national individuals met along his 

migratory journey, eventually led to entry into Europe and passage to Northern 

Ireland. This group-orientated behaviour was provided because of a shared ethnic 

identity and the trust it encapsulates. The ‘culture of assistance’ illustrated in Jafar’s 

case was also evident in others, both during the migration phase and for the period of 

resettlement in Northern Ireland. 

Putnam (2000) makes a distinction between two types of social capital: ‘bonding’ (or 

exclusive) and ‘bridging’ (or inclusive).
54

 Bonding tends to encourage inward 
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 Putnam’s use of the term ‘bonding’ relates similarly to Tönnies’ Gemeinschaft (association by 

common identity), while the term ‘bridging’ relates similarly to Tönnies’ Gesellschaft (association by 

formal organisation or common gaols) (Ferragina 2010).  
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looking and reinforce exclusive identities. Such groups are homogeneous in nature. 

‘Bridging’ tends to be outward looking and inclusive of people across different social 

groupings. Bonding social capital is “good for undergirding specific reciprocity and 

mobilizing solidarity”, while bridging social capital, by contrast, provides better 

“linkages to external assets and for information diffusion” and is associated with 

weaker social ties (Putnam: 2000: 22/3).
55

 This thinking encouraged Woodcock 

(1998) to discuss a further category, ‘linking’ social capital, where the need to foster 

relationships between people with different power or social status is stressed.
56

  

More recently, Lin (1999, 2005) provides a contemporary critique of social capital 

thought and a development of Putnam’s ‘bonding’ and ‘bridging’ categories by using 

a neo-capital viewpoint focusing on an actor-based perspective (see Ferragina 

2010).
57

 In recognition of the patterns of social capital in network-based theory, he 

delineates three layers of social relations and their intensity and reciprocity among 

social ties (Lin 1986, in 2005: 12/3). The ‘inner layer’ “is characterised by intimate 

and confiding relations: ties that share sentiment and provide mutual support”. Such 

ties are ‘binding’ in that they enforce obligations or reciprocate exchange between 

network members - strong relations in a dense network as evident in kinship and 

friendship. The ‘intermediary layer’ “is characterised by ties that generally share 

information and resources, but not all members necessarily having direct interaction 

with one another or maintain equally strong and reciprocal relations” (ibid.). These 

ties, referred to as ‘bonding’ ties, typify most social networks as they have both 

strong and weak ties. The ‘outer layer’ is “characterised by shared membership and 

identity, even though the members may or may not interact among themselves” 

(ibid.). Examples of such membership are churches and clubs, which are joined, or 

clans/tribes, into which one is born, where members collectively share a common 

identity, which mediates their relations. Membership in the latter layer provides a 

sense of belonging. This conceptualisation offers a useful framework for 

understanding individual social relations. 
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 Putnam (2000: 23) recognises that ‘bonding’ social capital, by creating strong, dense “in-group 

loyalty”, may also produce “strong out-group antagonism” (2000: 23). Therefore, more negative 

external effects may be expected from this form of capital (however, both forms can have profoundly 

positive effects). 
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 For example, linking underprivileged persons with formal institutions (of power) enables access to 

certain resources, ideas, and information.  
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 Key to Lin’s (2005) definition is his emphasis on social-network theory which suggests that through 

social networks an actor can utilise other actors. He is not the first to acknowledge social capital as 

network-based. 
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In assessing the benefits and usefulness for creating social capital between both 

‘binding’ and ‘bonding’ social relations, Lin (2005) states that two contingent factors 

need to be considered. These are “the purpose of the action” and “the richness of 

embedded resources” (2005: 14). For ‘expressive’ purposes, where ties are desired to 

be maintained and preserved and additional resources are not essential, ‘binding’ and 

‘bonding’ are likely to be required. For ‘instrumental’ purposes, where new or 

additional ties are necessary in order to expand the range of resources, ‘binding’ and 

‘bonding’ ties are inadequate. A means to access better social capital, therefore, may 

require extending connections beyond these inner circles and involve ‘bridging’, 

facilitated through weaker ties (Lin 2005: 14). Furthermore, Lin asserts that “social 

capital does not bind or bridge. It is the nature of the social networks that bind, bond 

or bridge” (2005: 14). He rejects Coleman’s ‘network closure’ view and stresses the 

importance of ‘bridging’ in networks (see Granovetter 1973; Burt 1992; Putnam 

2000; Woolcock and Narayan 2000) to facilitate information from which influence 

flows.
58

 Lin (1999, 2000, 2005) points out that his theory of ‘expressive actions’ 

recognises denser networks to have an advantage, but only for “outcomes of 

interest”, for “the privileged elite” or for community safety for children (Lin 1999: 

34), using Bourdieu- and Coleman-specific examples, respectively. He argues, 

conversely, ‘instrumental actions’ to be more useful within a network as they provide 

opportunities to utilise new resources not presently possessed (beneficial, for 

example, when searching for a job) (ibid.).  

The critical study of social networks and social capital is complex and wide-ranging. 

The following will discuss specifically social network formation and utility within 

immigrant resettlement, relative to the post-arrival migration phase empirically 

explored and analysed later in this thesis (Chapter Seven).  

3.6 Social Network Utility: A Wider Perspective 

Research on immigrant settlement has emphasised the short-term advantages of 

networks anchored to the family and neighbourhood at the expense of considering 

how diversification of social networks might influence pathways toward integration 

over a longer period (Hagan 1998). By engaging in social networks beyond those 

associated with their own ethnic or cultural community, the research suggests 
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 Lin asserts dissatisfaction with the closure argument claiming it denies the significance of network 
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immigrants could avail of particular resources, which may not necessarily be 

accessible should they only mix in co-ethnic or co-cultural communities (see also 

Aroian 1992; Hagan 1998). This is where the development of weak ties becomes 

very useful. Studies of immigrants who have developed relationships with 

indigenous people in host communities show that these connections are valuable for 

the resources, as social capital, they make available (Scott 2006; Iosifidis et al. 

2007). Indeed, shifting perspective in scale away from the individual, the effect of 

weak ties at the neighbourhood level is recognised as integral when considering 

integration processes (Schiefloe 1990; Putnam 2000; Bridge 2002). Social networks 

“have been seen as a vital component in defining the nature of a neighbourhood” 

(Bridge 2002: 2). The following will present empirical literature based on the 

formation of social ties and their utility from both the individual and neighbourhood 

perspective. Due to limited literature relating specifically to asylum seekers and 

refugees, non-defined populations and recent studies on immigrants, in the general 

sense, are also used to inform this review.  

3.6.1 A Case for Weak Ties 

Henning and Lieberg (1996) offer a critical perspective of social network building 

from their research in selected neighbourhoods in Linkoping, Sweden. When 

considering tie structure and content, distinction is made between the two, based on 

social contact. Whereas strong ties were characterised by regular contact, weak ties 

consisted of contact which was less frequent. The latter were represented by 

“nodding acquaintances, conversational contacts and contacts that could be relied 

upon to be sources of practical help” (Bridge 2002: 21/2). For the participants in this 

Swedish study, weak ties were special as they delivered crucial resources not 

available through close relationships. Henning and Lieberg (1996) also assert that 

weak ties are easier to maintain within neighbourhoods, whereas strong ties demand 

a constant degree of contact, which can be a labouring process. Rose et al. emphasise 

that “[e]ven small gestures of recognition of one’s neighbours, ‘nodding 

relationships’… can be important for people embarking on a process of cultural re-

adaptation and social integration in a new environment” (1998: 6).
59

 Rose and her 

colleagues’ research is based on the settlement experiences of immigrant women 

with young children in Montréal. Gestures such as a friendly nod in a neighbourhood 

                                                           
59

 Punctuation marks have been adapted. 



Chapter Three: Immigration and Integration 

 

64 
 

setting, which Granovetter (1973) refers to as ‘absent’ ties, requiring no verbal or 

physical contact, may encourage marginalised groups, including immigrant 

newcomers, to feel less cut off from society and provide reassurance that they are 

welcome (Rose et al. 1998). Such simple interaction with strangers can provide 

immigrants with a platform from which to develop social relationships as confidence 

and trust emerges and develops. This in turn could “facilitate peaceful coexistence of 

neighbours of diverse origins” as sensitisation to cultural difference occurs (Germain 

et al. 1995, in Rose et al. 1998: 6). Length of residence in an area and children as 

‘ice-breakers’ among neighbouring parents are also identified to influence the 

potential for social network formation and subsequent integration (Rose et al. 1998).  

In this thesis, as Chapter Seven will reveal, ‘nodding acquaintances’ were discussed 

by participants. Some of those who found diverse socialisation to be a problem, 

predominantly based on language barriers, cultural norms and confidence issues, 

spoke of feeling ‘welcome’ and positive towards their neighbours when passing nods 

or salutations were made by ‘locals’. Participants who are parents also suggested that 

their children provided a key impetus to engage in host community activities - 

community youth projects, parent-teacher associations and other school-centred 

activities - and facilitated the meeting of new people. Expressed by Chinese 

participants, particularly, for the reasons already given, opportunities to meet ‘local’ 

people were few. Nonetheless, attendance at structured women’s groups and parent 

and toddler activities involving their children provided a vital source of initial local 

integration and social network building, although these relationships were not 

enduring.  

Forming new social networks can achieve a sense of belonging and acceptance of 

difference for newly-settled immigrants. Due to the diversity of people within most 

neighbourhoods, an abundance of weak ties could potentially be achieved. In open 

space, streets, parks and through accessing public services, shops and pubs, social 

networks have potential to bloom (Bridge 2002). Indeed, Wellman et al. (1988) 

suggest neighbourhoods, which consist of proportionally more non-kin networks, are 

more functional as greater diversity of social relationships fosters successful 

integration. However, it is the locality-based social networks that are formed and 

maintained via face-to-face encounters within neighbourhoods, which are perceived 

to have declined over the past decades (Putnam 2000). 
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Homogeneous networks, consisting of strong social ties can be alluring as they 

represent a safety net within society. These will understandably be the social ties 

which asylum seekers and refugees wish to attain in times of vulnerability or because 

of language and cultural barriers or socialisation norms. Hagan (1998) states that 

because of familiarity of similar others and the support available to migrants through 

their closely-bonded relationships, the advantages associated with the formation of 

weak ties to people outside their communities may not occur. Aroian in support of 

this claim suggests: “[H]eterogeneous networks and ‘weak’ ties with members of the 

resettlement society may be poor sources of aid and emotional support but best for 

helping immigrants learn new roles” (1992: 180/1). The study by Rose et al. (1998) 

involving immigrant women at their differing settlement trajectories discovered that 

there were significant benefits attained through participation in community 

organisations. Weak tie connections made in single organisations created links to 

information, advice, practical assistance and bonds with other people in similar 

situations, each useful resources for new arrivals. These connections facilitated 

familiarisation with the host society and social exchange with the indigenous 

population, both vastly advantageous to individuals after their initial arrival period.  

3.6.2 A Case for Strong Ties 

The process of social network formation for new immigrants is not always straight 

forward. Creating social ties, especially for people dealing with traumatic pasts, can 

be an uneasy undertaking and made worse if ‘nodding’ neighbours are not plentiful. 

Sibanda (2010) discusses the experiences of Zimbabwean immigrants in South 

Africa; most of which are bound with difficulty. Language barriers were recognised 

as a major obstacle to overcome before integration could begin. Hack-Polay (2009) 

suggests that failure or reluctance to learn the language of the host country 

significantly diminishes ability to fully integrate in social or cultural life.
60

 

Immigrants who do not integrate within the host community risk marginalisation 

(Castles and Miller 1998). The failure to communicate adequately in the local 

language “carries with it feelings of shame and has a negative psychological impact” 

(Sibanda 2010: 53). Among the study population in Northern Ireland, lack of English 

language knowledge or confidence to speak was a major drawback to meeting people 
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 One man in Sibanda’s research spoke of feeling “like a child learning to walk” due to both language 

and cultural barriers which disabled him socially (2010: 52). 
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who did speak their native language, which had a continued effect on who they 

socialised with. Nonetheless, common language was recognised as important for a 

sense of security and familiarity in exile. Finding other people to converse with was a 

particular strategy used by newly arrived asylum seekers for orientation and to avoid 

isolation. This procedure was also noted as a “release” from the stress of the asylum 

system and a bonding mechanism. 

For refugees and asylum seekers, a lack of verbal communication with host 

community members is a clear barrier when the local language is not known (Cheung 

and Phillimore 2013). Development of weak ties will, therefore, be affected as 

socialisation and relationship-building with indigenous people and other residents is 

restricted. Those who do not speak the host country’s language will inevitably be 

prone to associations with other speakers of their known language/s. Strong ties 

relationships may, therefore, be more accessible, if not more desirable. Aroian (1992) 

claims that strong ties are most valuable to immigrants during the initial settling in 

period as co-ethnics help as intermediaries in overcoming barriers,
61

 such as those 

associated with language use; though participation in host language classes should 

eventually alleviate this particular constraint. 

Social networks which exist with others who share a common ethnicity or bond, 

based on national identity are, therefore, invaluable during the settling-in period. The 

strong bonds that help to create a sense of belonging, alleviate stress and support 

normalisation of the new environment. Furthermore, such close networks are 

valuable in the “event of life challenges such as retrenchments and bereavement, [as] 

one is always able to lean on people or groups of people that they identify with” 

(Sibanda 2010: 54/5).  

In Sibanda’s South African study, a sense of belonging was also achieved through 

attendance at church. Church represented a welcoming and non-judgemental 

environment: “religion acts like therapy in giving hope and new meaning to the 

migrants” (2010: 55). Church membership can also provide a degree of continuity 

between former lives and their present environment, as it facilitates a connection 

through familiarity with others and shared faith. Hagan (1998), with reference to 
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‘ethnic churches’, and Rose et al. (1998), who discusses churches in Montréal, both 

suggest that activities which immigrants participated in through churches, mostly 

involved strong network formation, as they brought together other new arrivals from 

the same ethnic groups. Church attendance played a significant role in the 

socialisation patterns of asylum seekers and refugees in Northern Ireland, and 

predominantly facilitated the development of both co-national and diverse networks. 

Churches tended to provide rich access to ‘local’ people, religious leaders as well as 

congregation members. Mosques, on the other hand, were pivotal in the formation 

and maintenance of co-ethnic and co-national ties among Muslim participants. 

3.6.3 A Case for Mixed Strength Ties 

A study by Hyvänen (2008) of Finnish migrant women in Estonia with high 

educational qualifications found that weak ties were recognised as vital for 

integration with the host society, particularly during the initial period of resettlement, 

although strong ties also had value. Weak ties were significant as they were the only 

reliable ties available to most of the women. Information obtained from weak ties 

was crucial to ease the settling-in process. Strong ties, however, were emphasised as 

useful for emotional support and for “recharging the batteries” (2008: 434). Strong 

ties of a transnational nature, which connected them to their origin country, 

nevertheless were not capable of supporting the women in the new environment and 

not useful to the process of integration. Both types of ties, in this instance, have 

distinct functions and value and are necessary for a healthy social network (also 

Bridge 2002). Focusing on a group of a similar demographic in Ontario, Marger’s 

(2006) research of highly educated immigrant entrepreneurs presented comparable 

findings as weak ties were independently pursued to aid social integration. Rather 

than rely upon strong co-ethnic networks, the entrepreneurs in Marger’s study used 

their own cultural and financial capital, in the form of English language proficiency 

and business acumen, to forge social ties with the host society. Moreover, an 

interesting feature in this study, not present in Hyvänen’s, was respondents’ explicit 

avoidance of their own ethnic community in an effort to independently establish 

themselves in their new surroundings. 

Taking account of the diffusion of ties which make up the social networks of non-

descript residents in several east London neighbourhoods, Cattell (2001) asserts that 
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the networks which offer the greatest outcomes, in terms of health, are the solidary 

networks, which incorporate both positive strong and weak ties. Social circles 

consisting of close relationships with family, local friends and neighbours as well as 

participation in ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ associations through organisation 

involvement were evidenced. She concluded: “the more varied the network, the 

greater the range of resources accessible, and the greater the potential benefits to 

health” (Cattell 2001: 1513). Therefore, the presence of a combination of both strong 

and weak ties, and ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ ties, are recognised as central to 

individuals’ well-being.  

3.7 Formal and Informal Social Ties: Asylum Seekers and Refugees 

A study of the social ties among unaccompanied asylum seekers and refugee youth in 

London suggests that weak ties are important for connecting young people to “new 

networks which have the potential to change their social position and cultural 

location” (Wells 2011: 328). However, an interesting facet from this research is the 

importance of formal ties in enabling access to material and cultural resources. Wells 

(2011) presents the analysis that young, unaccompanied asylum seekers and refugees 

may not have any strong ties, or are yet to develop strong ties, upon initial arrival in 

the UK. The only ties available to them, therefore, are weak ones, particularly those 

accessed through organisations and support facilities (This thesis expects to find a 

similar occurrence with asylum seekers and refugee adults in Northern Ireland).
62

 

Not only does Wells’ analysis support Granovetter’s recognition of the ‘strength of 

weak ties’, it also draws on the importance of specific places of activity as nodal 

centres for social network formation and maintenance. The significance of meeting 

places or foci will be focused upon later in this chapter.  

In her ethnographic study of a day centre for refugees in Montréal, Chase (2014) 

shed light on the development and value of social networks from the perspective of 

structural formal support provision. The day centre offered refugees a therapeutic 

environment, which sought to respond to their salient needs. Chase describes how 

their existence in exile introduced a set of threats. They feared forced repatriation 

and lived within the confines of liminal space by virtue of their immigration status, 

which had a direct impact upon their integration and general well-being. Many 
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interviewees “were living on the brink of poverty and dependent on welfare and 

charitable organizations to make ends meet” (Chase 2014: 55). The research 

participants expressed a lack of social support, not knowing anyone outside the day 

centre. For some, this was also the result of cultural factors, which made meeting 

people problematic. “The absence of social networks was usually articulated as a 

source of vulnerability” (2014: 58) and the day centre provided an invaluable outlet 

for socialisation and a break to daily isolation.  

The important role weak ties play, particularly formal ties, in the development of 

social support and well-being for asylum seekers and refugees is evidenced in 

Chase’s study. The social connections and friends formed within the day centre were 

between the asylum seeker and refugee clients themselves and with staff members, 

each from diverse ethnic backgrounds. Clients shared many resources, such as 

money, goods, contact and advice. One female asylum seeker explained why this 

reciprocated assistance occurs: “It is mutual. We support each other mutually 

because we are in the same situation” (Chase 2014: 60). Despite the weakness of 

their ties, their comparable social positioning in exile draws them together. This 

example also accentuates the need to bring the context of social positionality into the 

discussion when applying the social network framework. 

3.8 Reciprocity within Social Ties 

Resources exchanged between individuals within social networks can take many 

forms, including emotional support, material aid, information and companionship. 

Reciprocity is widely accepted as a universal norm within close social relationships; 

it is commonly known that “giving support is strongly associated with getting it” 

(Plickert et al. 2007: 406). Moreover, Plickert et al. (2007: 406) state that “doing for 

others if they have done for you- is a key way people mobilize resources to deal with 

daily life and seize opportunities”. Drawing parallels with Lin’s definition of social 

capital as being resources embedded in a person’s social network and accessed 

through network ties (2001, 2005), Plickert et al. (2007: 406) recognise that ‘network 

capital’ is accessed by the individuals who participate in social networks. Social 

support is one of the resources represented as ‘network capital’ but is, however, not 

readily available from all network members. It is availed of, and provided, at 

uncertain times as “[p]eople navigate nimbly through partial involvements in 
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multiple networks, giving and getting network capital” (ibid.). Based on research 

with East York residents in Toronto, Plickert et al. (2007) claim that reciprocity 

occurs between social network members because of both self-interest and norms. The 

resources most commonly exchanged in the Toronto study were minor services and 

emotional support, the necessities of “dealing with everyday matters” (ibid.: 421). 

Normative prescriptions within society, in general, apply pressure on individuals to 

toe the line. Not doing so can lead to reprisals from other members. Therefore, those 

who do comply are likely to offer support to others, allowing reciprocity to be 

maintained (Feld and Carter 1998). Norms act to enforce rules within social 

networks. 

Personal characteristics, socio-economic status, and shared customs and values 

influence levels of mutual exchange (Feld 1982; Plickert et al. 2007). Normative 

constraints are more active in family and kin ties than they are in friendship ties, due 

to the denser nature of the former, where interconnections between members are 

closer. Indeed, as well as strong bonds among network members, similarity is 

recognised as a prerequisite for sharing. Due to related identity, people will have 

more in common, converse more easily, understand each other better and be more 

willing to support mutually (Lazarsfeld and Merton 1954; Feld 1982; Plickert et al. 

2007). The process of reciprocity is, nevertheless, also encouraged by the level of 

trust between network members, which may in turn intuitively encourage greater 

reciprocity (Plickert et al. 2007).
63

 Understanding reciprocity and the content of 

resources shared by asylum seekers and refugees is important in this thesis, to 

uncover why certain social ties - informal and formal relations - are created and 

maintained. 

3.9 How Social Ties Form: Friendships 

The social context of relationships plays an important role in understanding the 

formation of social networks. It can determine who socialise together, become 

friends, and how these friends interact with one another.
64

 Literature on dyadic 

relationships has relevance to this study, as research participants, during data 
                                                           
63

 Trust between social ties members is also important beyond inter-personal relationships. It exists 

and is influential for all relationship levels. Helkama (2005, cited in Hyvönen 2008) presents, through 

a study of economic competitiveness between European countries, rate of trust as a significant factor 

in the determination of economic macro-level success. Intrapersonal trust between people explains the 

differing outcomes between countries.  
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 Feld and Carter describe friendship as “the most voluntary type of relationship” (1998: 136).  
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production, shared experiences of their personal relationships with individuals, 

including their closest friends and acquaintances. Attention will now be given to 

literature on the formation of friendships.  

The difference between a friend and an associate requires clarification. As defined 

within this study, a friend is someone who fits the description of a strong tie contact. 

They provide emotional support, a helping hand and companionship; they are 

considered as close comrades. A closest friend is someone who an individual shares 

the strongest personal bond with, for example, someone who might be called upon in 

an emergency. An associate, on the other hand, is not as close. The relationship 

between an individual and their associate is distanced although they are known 

people, such as, for example, college colleagues who are not known as ‘friends’.
65

  

Despite the need to understand the nature of dyadic relations, caution regarding a 

focus on such a narrow aspect of social networks is acknowledged. “Individuals do 

not generate their relationships in a social or economic vacuum, any more than they 

do in a personal vacuum” (Adams and Allan 1998: 2/3). By reminding us of the 

staging of social relationships, Adams and Allan (1998) communicate the critical 

observation that social relations are formed within “wider complex or interacting 

influences”, which help determine their makeup. “[F]riendships do not operate in 

some abstract and decontextualized world… they are constructed- developed, 

modified, sustained, and ended- by individuals acting in contextualised settings” 

(1998: 3).
66

 Stated previously in this chapter, an explicit understanding of context is 

paramount to appreciate fully the social relations between individuals. Understanding 

why people are attracted to one another and form social relations is more complex 

than one might first assume.
67
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 These definitions can be paralleled to Feld’s (1984) definitions who suggests that an associate “may 

have different personal characteristics, may be drawn from different foci, and may be organized into 

differ types of social networks (i.e. providers of everyday help may be sparsely connected, while 

personal advisors may be densely connected)” (1984: 641).  
66

 Adams and Allan (1998) provide their own definition of context relevant to the discussion of 

friendships: “those elements which surround friendships, but are not directly inherent in them, the 

extrinsic rather than the intrinsic” (1998: 4). 
67

 Marsden (1988) suggests that race, education, age and religion, but not gender, are important factors 

which attribute to homophilous networks. While, Blau (1977) suggests that the determinants of social 

relationship building, support and integration is not social or cultural values but a matter of personal 

associations such as similarity in attitudes and social position. Zeggelink suggests that “people are 

attracted to similar others, others who share the same beliefs, abilities, values and attributes” (1995: 

84).  
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Weight is added to this insight by Zeggelink (1995) who claims: when conditions are 

conducive to mutual communication taking place around experiences and activities 

and after spending a period of time together, a set of strangers will ‘spontaneously’ 

develop a friendship network. This is due to the fact that “every individual needs 

social contact”, and an understanding that the socialisation process facilitates the 

innate formulation of attitudes towards others through exchange of experiences 

(1995: 86). In addition, however, a “potential friend is also considered attractive if he 

or she likes you” (1995: 85). Friendships have a starting point, period for 

development and a process of maintenance, which gives them longevity. The entire 

friendship formation procedure “is a continuous combination between individual 

factors, relational factors and environmental factors” (1995: 84).  

 3.9.1 Levels of Analysis for Friendship Formation 

A contextual level of analysis in relation to friendship tie formation is framed by 

Adams and Allan (1998: 6-12). Four levels are identified as significant: personal 

environment level, network level, community level and societal level. The personal 

environmental level, is affected by the circumstances within an individual’s life, 

including their work situation, leisure pastimes and economic circumstances. These 

“immediate features” impact upon the development of, and capacity to maintain, 

friendships. The network level concerns the personal relationships maintained within 

one’s social networks, which may vary. For some people these networks are larger or 

smaller than others, have denser or more dispersed linkages between members, or 

consist of multiplex or simplistic social ties. Each individual’s network can offer 

varying degrees of available resources and opportunities, which can impact upon 

behaviour and friendships. As explained by Adams and Allan: “The structural 

characteristics of the networks in which people are embedded become part of the 

context of their interactions” (1998: 8).  

The community level represents the social lives of community members within 

specific places and the degree of their socialisation and friendships. The context of 

sociability, personal relationships, social interactions and friendship embeddedness is 

significant to a community’s organisation. Referring to poor communities, Adams 

and Allan suggest that, “in economies of scarcity, friendships become important as 

instrumental relationships” (1998: 9), owing to the favourable basic survival 
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resources provided within such close relationships. The limited value of the existence 

of dyadic relationships is most apparent at this level (ibid.). The societal level, while 

farthest removed from the individual, continues to determine patterns of friendship 

within a larger communal context. It represents the extent to which friendships are 

permitted, influenced, legitimised and the support they provide, given the 

“constraints and opportunities people experience as a consequence of their specific 

location within the social and economic formation” (1998: 11/2). 

The first two levels, personal environment and network, are most pertinent to this 

study due to their focus on the experiences of individuals and their individualised 

social networks. Nonetheless, the community and societal level have significant 

value in encouraging a wider perspective of thought, providing a framework within 

which to incorporate the impact of broader cultural, political and legal, social and 

economic influences on people’s lives. This is particularly significant with reference 

to temporal and spatial dimensions of asylum seekers and refugees lives, in relation 

to, for example, the UK asylum system or international immigration policies. 

3.10 The Role of Foci of Activity 

The following will discuss the concept foci of activity and its importance in affirming 

the development of social networks. Feld, in 1981, first draw attention to this “extra-

network social structure that systematically produce patterns of social networks” 

(1981: 1016). His foci of activity theory “is based upon the idea that the relevant 

aspects of the social environment can be seen as foci around which individuals 

organise their social relations” (ibid.). Foci can be formal (e.g. community group), 

informal (e.g. neighbourhood) or small (e.g. household) and may include “persons, 

places, social position, activities, and groups. They may actively bring people 

together or passively constrain them to interact” (Feld 1981: 1018). Feld (1981) 

provides the view that friendships are formed by involvement in shared activities. He 

suggests that a focus of activity, defined as the “social, psychological, legal or 

physical entity around which joint activities are organised”, supports the bringing 

together of individuals, harnessing interactions and connections (1981: 1016). These 

social networks form the context within which certain dyadic ties develop. Carsten’s 

(2000) cultures of relatedness argument come into play here, also. Drawn together 

by shared motivation of particular activities, relationship building is encouraged. 
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These may occur with family, co-workers, voluntary organisations, club members 

and neighbours.
68

 The social context in which individuals live has a direct impact 

upon the places or foci in which they will engage. It is this interpretation of 

relationships in context which is pertinent to the present study as it offers a 

perspective on how social ties are formed between individuals. This literature will 

support the development of analysis vis-a-vis the relationship between the places 

asylum seekers and refugees attend regularly, their social location and the social ties 

they form.
69

 

If accepting that social interaction, with the exception of single chance encounters, is 

determined by participation in focused activities which attract similar people then 

more than personal preference is taking place here. Foci of activity, as a social 

structure influencing social interaction, created in an environment where choice is 

constrained, leads to disproportionately homogeneous social relations being formed 

(Fischer et al. 1977; Feld 1982). Feld (1982) reinforces this point, emphasising: “the 

processes of focused choice leads to homophily to the extent that people draw their 

friends from foci, and foci bring homogeneous sets of people together” (1982: 798). 

Based on this understanding, homophilous relations would be the result of all cases 

of foci of activity.  

However, Feld (1984) also suggests individuals will associate with different people 

for different purposes. He describes this as an inconsistency and gives the example: 

“people may socialise with others who are the same age and ask advice of others who 

are the same religion”. Individuals, as presented here, make deliberate decisions 

based on their need and the potential outcome of the relationship. Zeggelink (1995) 

also suggests that, depending on the need of the individual, friendship between 

people of different social positions will develop (also Campbell and Lee 1992). 

Relating this thought to the literature presented on weak ties and social capital, 

individuals may, therefore, develop social relations with those not within their close 
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 Feld (1982) claims: “Individuals have little choice in becoming associated with certain foci (e.g., 

their families). When they do have a choice, the personal characteristics of people associated with a 

focus are generally less important than other factors (e.g. they choose a workplace for the job rather 

than for the coworkers)” (1982: 797). 
69

 Although not all relationships that develop in such social contexts translate into friendship, often 

one or another focus of activity provides the point of origin required to induce friendships (Feld and 

Carter 1998). Furthermore, as Feld and Carter (1998) and Louch (2000) highlight, even after the 

passing of a focus of activity, such as when an individual relocates to a new area or leaves their job to 

take up a new one, existing friendships often remain.  
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circle as a means for personal gain. For asylum seekers and refugees this can be 

witnessed through connections made with community and voluntary organisations or 

faith institutes, which have the potential to serve certain purposes, particularly in 

times of need. Indeed, Feld concludes that associates may be chosen from structured 

social contexts and resulting from this purposeful relationship-building strategy, 

“each context tends to include somewhat different characteristics” (1984: 640/1). 

Labelled as ‘strategic friendships’, Chapter Seven offers analysis of the purposeful 

relations in which asylum seekers and refugees in this study are invested.  

 3.10.1 The Geographies of (Institutional) Place 

Empirical insight into the frequency of social interactions and friendships among 

refugee youth and the ‘strength’ of their social ties is presented by Wells (2011). In 

her London study, introduced previously, she observed that the youth lived in 

separate neighbourhoods and attended different schools and colleges. They met one 

another during regular provisioned support activities at a Refugee Council project, 

however, did not socialise outside of these set times. Although they appeared to hold 

‘strong’ friendships, “their daily geographies were quiet distinct from one another”, 

which is suggestive of simultaneous strong and weak ties (Wells 2011: 325/6). Wells 

further observed occasions where boys of different national or ethnic identity 

separated into distinct homogeneous groups while at the Refugee Council. She 

concludes that this occurrence was the result of language barriers rather than the 

density of their social networks. Despite this critical observation, she suggests that 

the Refugee Council’s activities provided an opportunity for mutual social 

interaction between boys who usually conduct their lives within their own distinct 

social networks. Therefore, the Refugee Council “filled, albeit often only 

temporarily, the structural holes between these networks” (2011: 326).  

In Wells’ (2011) study, the Refugee Council helped develop weak ties between the 

young refugees and other people. The places where the young refugees went to get 

material support, develop new skills and socialise were often sites where strong tie 

bonds with specific individuals or groups were not necessarily attained. This study 

also represents an expression of distinction between types of social networks. Here, 

friendship networks and institutional networks are emphasised. Friendship ties 

consisted of those which extended from national and co-ethnic ties and those not 
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reliant on such similarity. While these ties were informal in nature, most other ties in 

the youths’ networks were formal. Formal ties were the result of brief and infrequent 

structured interactions with other refugee youth, non-refugee youth and service 

providers, from groups, classes and other shared events. Similar findings are most 

probable among similar refugee populations elsewhere in the UK, given that the 

social networks of the poor and the young “tend to be dominated by repeated contact 

with institutions (schools, social services, police, lawyers, health services, language 

classes)” (Wells 2011: 327).  

Applicable to this thesis, Wells’ (2011) research provides important insight into the 

importance of institutional meeting places and focused activities for refugees. 

Crossovers between the experiences of refugee youth and adults do exist due to their 

mutual presence in exile, however, the level of structured support services available 

to each differs.
70

 Nonetheless, Wells’ study, along with the previous discussion, 

emphasises the notion that whether network formation is based on similar identities, 

religious or political affiliations or not, geographies of place remain an important 

contemplation as certain places help forge relationships between people, both similar 

and dissimilar, who meet and interact.
71

 Geographies of place are, therefore, 

significant to the understanding of social network formation and maintenance. 

The importance of meeting places can also be extracted from the study by Rose et al. 

(1998), which was introduced previously. They, also, highlight the role of 

community organisations; in this case, for immigrant women. Referring to projects 

for Spanish-speaking groups in Montréal, they recognise that in addition to relief of 

the burden of isolation and low self-confidence, the project provided access to the 

host society. The project offered much more than access to a new social network. It 

also supported opportunities for socialisation, application of skills through volunteer 

work and employment opportunities beyond traditional immigrant ‘job ghettos’.  
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 Where separated youth are intercepted by social service departments for their protection as 

vulnerable minors, adults, aged eighteen years and over, do not have such institutional support. 

Refugees aged under the age of eighteen will either be placed in foster care or reside in a youth 

residential facility and may also undertake mainstream education, offering daily routine and stability. 

Adults, on the other hand, do not have recourse to such compulsory public services. The boundaries of 

accessible institutional support are also determined by the precise immigration status of displaced 

adults in the UK.  
71

 A similar point was raised by Wells (2011) in relation to the role of formal meeting point and 

diversity of social linkages.  
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Workplaces as foci also promote social network formation. Places of work, albeit 

inaccessible to most asylum seekers in the UK, despite some downsides,
72

 “serve as a 

gateway to new ‘weak’ ties, and occasionally to new strong ties”. However, this is 

also dependent on the work environment being “conducive to positive experiences of 

sociability and if the job lasts a sufficiently long time for such contacts to be made” 

(Rose et al. 1998: 14). Employment can also have positive psychological impact on 

immigrants in helping to develop a sense of autonomy and self-esteem. As well as 

participation in education and training, and adequate housing, access to the labour 

market is recognised as integral to the process of integration (Fyvie et al. 2003). The 

imposition of government restrictions, which disenable access to such fundamental 

integration opportunities and limit the extent to which diverse social tie formation for 

asylum seekers and refugees occur, will be discussed and analysed in Chapter Seven.  

3.11  Conclusion 

To conclude, this chapter has demonstrated the significance of social networks for 

individuals, as well as communities and society, and offered a review of the 

literature, which focuses on the formation, use and value of social relationships. In 

particular, outcomes, in the form of social capital, which are accrued from social 

networks were discussed in detail. Attention was given to the ‘strength’ of social ties 

(Granovetter 1973, 1983) and the discussion of weak and strong ties within academic 

work. Empirical evidence would suggest that both play significant roles in the 

protection, support, and social and economic advancement of individuals. When 

focus is turned to immigrants, and specifically to asylum seekers and refugees, from 

their point of arrival to resettlement in host countries, the ‘strength’ of social 

relationships matter. Both weak and strong ties offer added value, which is called 

upon and utilised in accordance to the settlement trajectories. The process of 

friendship-making is often the starting point for social interaction, therefore, places 

which bring people together hold importance as they provide spaces of social 

encounters. Drawing on previous empirical evidence of asylum seekers and refugees, 

foci of activity are central for construction and maintenance of both ‘informal’ and 

‘formal’ social ties. This thesis will use the current literature on social networks (and 

social capital) and apply it to the resettlement of asylum seekers and refugees in 
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 Rose et al. assert that “negative experiences, as well as types of work that reinforce isolation, can 

provoke a feeling of social exclusion and a retreat to reliable strong ties within one’s family or 

ethnocultural community” (1998: 14). 
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Northern Ireland. The social network perspective will also be used to analyse the 

social processes which enabled their individual migration trajectories and 

complement the theoretical migration literature presented in Chapter Two. 
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Chapter Four 

Undertaking Sensitive Research: Ethical Considerations 

and Research Methods 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter will discuss the research methodology used within this study, providing 

critical examination of both theory and practice. It will systematically examine the 

theoretical perspective which informed the research methodology. In-depth, semi-

structured interviews were the preliminary research method employed. This was 

supplemented by using qualitative diaries, focus groups and participant observation, 

following Cohen and Manion’s (1994) suggestion to triangulate the research methods 

used in any qualitative study. Each served as a means to collect data relevant to 

particular periods of time and experiences, enabling detailed exploration of specific 

past and/or present occurrences and locales. Each research method was chosen for its 

sensitive and people-orientated approach and appropriateness for capturing the voices 

of marginalised populations. The fruitfulness of each method in theory and 

implementation in practice will be outlined. In addition, I benefited greatly from 

research participant reciprocity and undertook a process of investigation which 

required engagement in “explicit self-aware meta-analysis” (Finlay 2002: 209). The 

methodology evolved through the use of reflexivity from the preliminary stages of 

the research in practice. The narrative perspective shifts during this chapter, between 

third and first person, to reflect the intrinsic role of the researcher at particular phases 

of the research trajectory. 

4.2 Conducting Qualitative Research: The Research Population 

The philosophy of this research was not to measure human experience but rather to 

understand it. Its intention, nonetheless, was to explore the lived experiences of 

Northern Ireland’s asylum seekers and refugees. Focusing wholly on the micro-level 

and the voices, recent histories and day-to-day experiences of these vulnerable and 

marginalised people, this research followed an interpretive approach with the use of 

qualitative methods of data production (Crang 2002). Given the study’s primary 

concern with understanding the use and formation of social networks among asylum 

seekers and refugees, qualitative methods of data production were the most suitable. 
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By paying attention to the voices of a smaller scale sample group, a detailed and 

meaningful understanding of the research participants’ social worlds could be 

attained. The attractiveness of a qualitative approach, as opposed to a quantitative 

approach, is a capacity to gather rich data from participants’ own perspectives. 

4.2.1 Participant Recruitment 

The acceptance of the researcher by the study population should provide a 

“legitimate space from which to study and record” (Hyndman 2001: 263). My 

previously sustained professional interaction, over a five-year period, allowed me, as 

researcher, to build rapport and develop mutual trust with a large number of asylum 

seekers and refugees. Familiarity, subsequently, facilitated the identification of an 

appropriate study sample and, more saliently, helped to speed-up initial engagement 

in preparation for empirical data production. Creating positive relationships is 

essential for effective interview-centred social research (DiCicco-Bloom et al. 2006), 

particularly when interviewees are required to share personal and sensitive 

information. However, despite this favourable starting point, there are unavoidable 

power differentials between the researcher and the researched which cannot be 

wholly overcome (see Rose 1997; Sidaway 2000), but must, none the less, be 

acknowledged. Power imbalance, positionality and reflexivity is explored later 

within this chapter (see 4.2.3.1). 

The target population was made up of the adult asylum seekers and refugees living in 

Northern Ireland within the data production period, December 2012 to August 

2014.
73

 This group incorporated asylum seekers, including those whose asylum 

application had been ‘refused’, and refugees, also including those granted 

Discretionary Leave to Remain
74

 and British citizenship.
75

 With the total number of 

refugees estimated in the low thousands and approximately 250 new asylum 
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 Pilot research interviews and qualitative diary studies were conducted between December 2012 and 

January 2013. Main research interviews, qualitative interviews, focus groups and participant 

observations took place between May and August 2013 and January and August 2014 (with four 

additional participant observation studies carried out until December 2014). 
74

 A person granted Discretionary Leave to Remain (DLR) in the UK is afforded similar rights as a 

person with Refugee status, however, with a reduced time-frame of two and a half years (before re-

application can be made). 
75

 Only adult in-county asylum applicants were selected for participation. ‘Resettlement Programme’ 

refugees sent to Northern Ireland are not included. The latest ‘resettlement’ refugees arrived in 

December 2015. Fifty-one Syrians were relocated to Northern Ireland from Lebanon as part of the UK 

Vulnerable Persons Relocation Scheme. Prior to this recent admittance, a small number of Vietnamese 

‘boat-people’ arrived in 1979 and 1980 (Agenda Ni 2011). 
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application per year (McNulty 2013; Page 2014),
76

 data could not be collected from 

everyone. Thus, quota sampling was employed, which is a non-random, purposive, 

sampling method where participants are selected based on corresponding proportions 

of the population with particular characteristics (Bryman 2004). The characteristics 

used for this study were: country of origin, gender and age.
77

 A range of immigration 

statuses was also used, reflective of the current population. This sampling method is 

complementary, due to the pre-existing acquaintance between the researcher and 

many population study members, and its applicability to the purpose of the research.  

Having direct access to asylum seekers and refugees has significantly facilitated the 

primary research production process of this research. Obtaining access can be a “very 

real concern… [while] in this field” for some researcher (Kofman and Lukes 2008: 

18). Lack of awareness of this marginalised and under-researched population, 

unfamiliarity and limited contact can explain some of the reasons for access issues. 

In this study, positive association was established through professional interaction 

while I, the researcher, worked at NICRAS
78

 from 2009 until 2012 and, thereafter, 

sustained through voluntary service and visits to NICRAS, Homeplus,
79

 Mediation 

Northern Ireland
80

 and International Meeting Point,
81

 throughout the study duration. 

To ensure the target population did not comprise only people who have affiliation 

with the organisations mentioned, a second sampling method was also used: 

snowball sampling (Bryman 2004; Morgan 2008). This method served to obviate 

limited contact with certain ethnic nationals, particularly members of the Chinese 
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 Accurate figures are unknown. Separate new asylum application figures for Northern Ireland alone 

are not available from the UK Border Agency. Northern Ireland figures are combined with Scotland or 

the UK as a whole. Current estimates are obtained from Initial Accommodation admission with 

housing management company, Orchard and Shipman, and registration of new asylum seekers at 

Bryson Intercultural. 
77

 A breakdown of recent national origin and applicant numbers includes: China (154), Nigeria (78), 

Somalia (58), Sudan (40), Zimbabwe (34), Algeria (14), Syria (14), Iran (13), South Africa (13) and 

Albania (6) (Fergus 2015). Approximation of (main) asylum applicants’ gender suggests forty-percent 

female and sixty-percent male. These are figures taken from Initial Accommodation admission rates, 

provided by Bryson Intercultural. Age range of the population could not be formally obtained because 

records are not available. Based on knowledge of the population in Northern Ireland by various 

support organisation sources, the majority are estimated to be aged between twenty and forty years, 

however, all age brackets are represented. Older applicants are few.  
78

 A Belfast-based Refugee Support Organisation. 
79

 A homeless support charity, which caters mostly for asylum seekers, in South Belfast. 
80

 A mediation development agency that builds mediation capacity and awareness. It facilitates a 

community cohesion project called AMAL and works to build social networks within and between 

displaced residents in Belfast. 
81

 A Presbyterian church-run volunteer-centred drop-in centre, which supports immigrants, asylum 

seekers and refugees and indigenous people in South Belfast. 
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community who infrequently availed of such organisations’ support and, therefore, 

were largely unknown to the researcher. Snowball sampling, a form of convenience 

sampling, allows access to new participants, either previously unknown to the 

researcher or hard-to-reach, through acquaintance contacts provided by existing 

participants (Bryman 2004; Noy 2008). Snowball sampling was used to identify 

nineteen-percent of research interviewees and provided eight new participants, 

including three Chinese people, for participation in interviews. Their positive 

engagement in the research process provided accounts unique to their specific 

situations, which would have been lost without utilisation of the snowball sampling 

method. Its inclusion facilitated successful access to people who would otherwise 

have been difficult to contact.
82

 Providing added value, this sampling method is 

described by Noy (2008: 340) as also being “effective in the research of organic 

social networks” as it draws awareness of who associated with whom.  

Sample size was determined, in part, by the point at which theoretical saturation was 

reached (Auerbach and Silverstein 2003; Bloor and Wood 2006) - when data 

production no longer provides new relevant information to satisfy the research 

questions (also see Mack et al. 2005). The judgement-informing saturation point was 

made consciously by thorough monitoring and evaluation of research findings during 

the empirical research period. However, due to the nature of this field of study, such 

a judgement is not easy to make. With wars and atrocities currently taking place 

(Syria is one example) and assuming that others will inevitably occur in the future, 

new cycles of asylum seeking are inevitable. Therefore, it is difficult to decide 

empirically when enough ‘new’ information has been collected. Practical limitations, 

including time restraints and financial limitations, also influenced determination of 

empirical research cessation.  

  4.2.1.1 Research Participants 

In total, fifty-three study population members formally participated in this research 

through one or more of research interviews, auxiliary interviews, focus groups or 

qualitative dairies, with twelve participating in more than one research method. The 
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 A potential drawback to the use of snowball sampling is that it may not be fully representative of 

the research population as “people usually propose [other] people [who] they know well and who 

share their own views” (Emmanuel 2013: 40). This matter did raise concerns that some relevant 

individuals may still not be included and remain absent from the research. However, representation of 

particular inaccessible ethnic groups is necessary in this study and withstanding this limitation, this 

method supports recruitment of people who would otherwise be left out of the study entirely.  
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study sample comprised of eighteen asylum seekers, thirteen ‘refused’ asylum 

seekers, nineteen refugees (including three with Discretionary Leave to Remain) and 

three naturalised British citizens. It included thirty-two males and twenty-one 

females, aged between eighteen and fifty-five years. An additional thirty-two study 

population members were identifiably involved, albeit to a lesser extent, through 

participant observation, providing quotable comments and valuable insight to their 

individual experiences. Nine representatives from seven refugee support 

organisations participated in the study. Appendix One provides a breakdown of the 

demographics of all participants.  

4.2.2 The Choice of Research Setting 

Choosing the research setting is extremely important in social research, as “certain 

conditions are possible in one setting but not in another, and some settings do not 

allow certain types of research to be conducted at all” (Dane 1990: 16). All empirical 

research was carried out in Belfast, where the vast majority of asylum seekers and 

refugees reside. NICRAS was the location for the majority of interviews and one of 

the two focus groups. This organisation was selected because of its familiarity to 

most study population members and a private room appropriate for the discussion of 

sensitive topics was available. Twenty-five interviews were conducted in NICRAS, 

while the remaining fourteen took place in alternative venues: Belfast City Church
83

 

(one), Homeplus (one), and Falls Women’s Centre
84

 (three). Each were chosen by 

participants due to their location and familiarity. Three participants requested their 

own houses be used, while eight participants opted to be interviewed at Queen’s 

University, Belfast, where the second focus group was also conducted. The 

researcher’s office and a meeting room at Queen’s University, Belfast, were used to 

accommodate the participation of those who resided in the vicinity. 

Participant observation research was undertaken at NICRAS, International Meeting 

Point, Common Grounds Café,
85

 Belfast Friendship Club,
86

 and at a training project 
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 A multi-cultural community-focused church in South Belfast. 
84

 A community development organisation for women in West Belfast. 
85

 A volunteer-run, non-profit café associated with Belfast City Church in South Belfast. 
86

 A South Belfast Roundtable on Racism led project, which facilitates social integration among 

diverse people - newcomers to Belfast and indigenous residents - located in Common Grounds café in 

South Belfast. 
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celebration hosted at Mornington Community Project.
87

 Selection criteria included 

that organisations hosted public events which involved asylum seekers and refugees 

and that they were physically suitable for the undertaking of this form of 

ethnographic research. Participant observation was also conducted in various private 

spaces associated with individual participants.  

4.2.3 Ethical Considerations 

Rigorous attention was paid throughout the study to ethical practice. An ethical 

statement for conducting social research was presented to the School of Geography, 

Archaeology and Palaeoecology’s Ethical Review Committee, at Queen’s 

University, Belfast, in March 2012. The application, which was successful, included 

a commitment to ensure all ethical considerations would be applied throughout each 

stage of the research. The attainment of formal ethical approval and subsequent 

adherence to ethical principles created a methodological approach which placed the 

participants’ well-being at its forefront. Ethical and legal standards, as indicated 

within good research practice protocol sourced from the Association of Social 

Anthologists
88

 were also implemented at all stages of preparation, fieldwork and data 

production, and writing-up.  

Some asylum seekers and refugees may “mistrust the motives and independence of 

researchers as well as the information provided to them about the research” 

(Mackenzie et al. 2007: 303). In most refugee research scenarios, this would 

inevitably have an impact on their participation in the study and the type of 

information participants would be willing to provide. For this study, however, such 

issues were not recognised as a major area of concern, given the existing relationship 

between researcher and the research population. Mackenzie et al. (2007) further state 

that research participants may hold unrealistic expectations regarding the research. 

Finding ways to mitigate such potential issues is essential for ethical research (ibid.). 

A positive starting point for this study was ensuring that its ethics were transparent 

and consistent. The following will illustrate how ethical considerations, where all 
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 This was a community celebration event in support of the efforts of trainee chefs, who partook in a 

South Belfast Roundtable on Racism facilitated training programme, which involved asylum seekers 

and refugees. It took place at Mornington Community project, which is a community development 

project located in South Belfast. 
88

 Referenced due to the ethnographic nature of this research study. 

http://www.qub.ac.uk/schools/gap/
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research participants’ best interests were protected, were kept at the forefront of the 

researcher’s mind. 

Familiarity between the researcher and the sample group, as previously stated, has 

been of tremendous benefit to this study. Acceptance by research participants was 

exemplified by Numa (a pseudonym - see 4.2.3.4.2 for discussion of anonymity), a 

female, ‘refused’ asylum seeker, who stated:  

I cannot tell everyone about my story. I can tell you because I trust you. 

You are close. I know you care about asylum people.  

(Refused asylum seeker, Somalia) 

Numa’s expression of confidence towards me and willingness to participate in the 

research was typical among the sample group. Despite appreciation for such 

bestowed consideration, it was, however, imperative to maintain a separate identity 

to the pre-existing one cast as a NICRAS employee. Doing this ensured that 

participants did not misinterpret the present researcher-participant relationship and 

hold incongruent expectations about their engagement in the study.  

Borne of a desire to create separation between a known positionality as a NICRAS 

staff member and a new identity as a researcher, data production began after 

employment with NICRAS had ceased. The goal of creating a new researcher 

positionality and discarding the old staff one was achieved, over time, by this 

cessation of employment and the resultant limited visibility within the organisation. 

The success of this transition was evidenced in conversations and the ending of 

questions relating to my previous employment role.  

4.2.3.1 Positionality and Reflexivity: Theory and Practice 

Positionality and reflexivity, developed from feminist research methodologies, were 

both established within this study. Feminist methodologies are “specifically 

concerned with how, or whether, knowledge produced about social life can be 

connected with the social realities of women” (Landman 2006: 430), and call for a 

less hierarchical research process and a more equal relationship between the 

researcher and research participants. This idea is far removed from traditional 

principles of positivist research methods, which are essentially hierarchical and 

objective in nature, and rely heavily on experimental and manipulative methods of 
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data collection, usually associated with quantitative research (Denzin and Lincolm 

2011). Feminist research is one of reciprocity, where research is “mutually 

beneficial, characterized by give-and-take… and intertwined with the value of 

reflexivity, the belief that researchers should continuously reflect about issues of 

power and positionality” (Huisman 2008: 374). Although it is impossible to do truly 

feminist research (see Enslin 1994; Huisman 2008), given the ever-present prospect 

for exploitation and power imbalance in research, which cannot be entirely mitigated, 

it is a desirable ethical starting point and guiding framework. Despite the fact that 

this study is not exclusive to female participants and the researcher is male, the 

feminist research approach is most compatible with the researcher’s interests in 

safeguarding the vulnerable women and men involved.  

Positionality is recognised by social scientists as a central component in the process 

of qualitative data collection (Reinharz and Chase 2001; Liamputtong 2007; Sultana 

2007; Huisman 2008). A refined definition sees positionality as the practice of social 

researchers delineating and evaluating their own position or social location in 

relation to their research (Reinharz and Chase 2001). The implication being that their 

social location may influence the study. Consideration of positionality is, therefore, 

important, not only to reduce social barriers, real or imagined, between the researcher 

and the researched, but also to avoid exploitation within the research (Huisman 

2008). If these positionalities differ significantly, there is a chance, argued by 

Reinharz and Chase (2002) in reference to the interview process, that “uncertainty 

and discomfort are likely to arise” (2002: 231). Hydnman similarly notes that “the 

geography of one’s positionality is called into question, and a politics of engagement 

becomes critical for researchers doing fieldwork” (2001: 267). Awareness is, 

therefore, required of not just positionality but of strategies to counter any possible 

problems due to conflicting positions. 

Beyond understanding positionality, the process of reflexivity merits attention. 

Reflexivity can be understood as constant awareness and assessment of the 

researchers’ own contribution and influence on research and the consequent findings. 

Putting forward an argument for “greater reflexivity in geographical research and 

training”, Sidaway (2000) examines the little discussed relative position of 

professional geographers and their power within academic geography. He asserts that 

class affiliations, borne from “historically constituted and geographically variable 
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categories… of whiteness, maleness, or Englishness”,
89

 must be acknowledged when 

performing and evaluating research (Sidaway 2000: 26/1). In a similar vein, Huisman 

(2008) provides an extensive examination of the dynamics of reciprocity and 

positionality using accounts from research projects with refugees. Her detailed 

interpretations offer insight into tensions, while conducting research in Bosnia, 

which she associates with her shifting “positionalities as a woman, a researcher, a 

friend, a graduate student, and as a person who is straddled between two classes” 

(2008: 372).  

As researcher, I was under no illusion regarding the limitations of mitigating power 

differentials. Nor did I believe that differences in social locations could be wholly 

removed (see Rose 1997). Nonetheless, efforts of power-balancing were deemed to 

be crucial. Sidaway (2000) provides the view that no-one can ever be confident in 

how they and their positionality are perceived by others in a social world of 

complexities, ideologies and difference. This does not, however, infer that attempts 

at reflexivity on power issues should be abandoned. Rose (1997: 318), with the 

practical efforts of the researcher in mind, assures:  

[w]e cannot know everything, nor can we survey power as if we fully 

understand, control, or redistribute it. What we may be able to do is 

something rather more modest and yet, perhaps, rather more radical: 

namely, to inscribe into our research practices some absences and 

fallibilities while recognizing that the significance of this does not rest 

entirely in our own hands.  

A breakdown of positionality based on self-reflection was undertaken to 

acknowledge my position within the research. It was identified as follows: white, 

rural, Irish, male, working-class, Anglophone, volunteer, ex-Community Support 

Worker, researcher, post-graduate student, and associate and advocate of displaced 

people. My positionality being (mostly) distinct from the diverse positionalities of 

individual asylum seekers and refugees may impact upon interpretations, perceptions 

and levels of connectedness within the research context. Emphasis on similarities and 
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differences,
90

 therefore, was repeatedly assessed in an attempt to reduce or at least 

better understand power imbalances present within the research dynamic. 

Paradoxically, however, social locations coinciding with previous mutual contact 

did, presumably, re-affirm research participants’ confidence in me, as researcher, 

which in turn minimised social barriers.  

4.2.3.1.1 The ‘Insider’ / ‘Outsider’ and Positionality 

The positionality of the researcher from an insider perspective is analysed by Ganga 

and Scott (2006). Examples used to illustrate their views relate to studies of 

researchers’ relationships with immigrant research participants from “the same 

imagined community” (2006: para. 3). Viewed as the “holy-grail” for the qualitative 

researcher (2006: para. 7), the benefits associated with insider status when 

researching migration are numerous. Negotiable access to the research participants, 

an understanding of the spoken language, a familiarity with customs and 

“idiosyncratic cultural references” (2006: para. 20), specific knowledge that may 

provide intimate insights into participants’ opinions (see Mullings 1999: 340), are 

obvious advantages. Close proximity, however, can also influence research 

detrimentally, harming the research process (Martiniello 1997, from Bousetta 1997, 

in Ganga and Scott 2006: para. 5).  

While outsider status may be viewed as being equally problematical, creating a range 

of ethical issues (Mullings 1999), it can have advantages. By not belonging to the 

group being studied, a perception of neutrality from research participants’ may be 

awarded and result in the giving of information not shared with insiders. 

Furthermore, an outsider may take a more objective view to the research and 

“observe behaviors without distorting their meanings” (Mullings 1999: 340). Both 

Ganga and Scott (2006) and Mullings (1999) emphasise the misleading and 

unrealistic associations with the binary implied between the insider and outsider; 

namely an assumption of a fixed positionality. In reality, however, the boundaries 

between the two statuses are unstable as positionalities; being dynamic they shift in 

time and through space. “[N]o individual can consistently remain an insider and few 

ever remain complete outsiders” (Mullings 1999: 340). 
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Hyndman points out that “despite the intellectual, sociocultural, and economic 

baggage that field-workers take along, they never return home quite the same” (2001: 

265). Consequently, from this understanding it may also be the case that time spent 

in the field can enrich the researcher to the point that he or she becomes somewhat 

part of the field (see Hyndman 2001). Throughout my involvement with NICRAS, 

which involved years spent engaging with asylum seekers and refugees, building of 

trust and rapport, acknowledging customs and cultures, and developing principles of 

communication exchange, it could be reasoned that I became somewhat part of the 

field. Whilst it is not my wish to project a status of insider positionality, it could be 

argued that my experiences and our mutual close proximately made me more than an 

outsider. Nonetheless, after consideration of this assertion, it is accepted here that 

having prior familiarity with research participants, does not, in itself, provide a 

position of authority on knowledge. 

4.2.3.2 Gender, Race and Cultural Considerations 

Positive acquaintance does not rule out the presence of potential power imbalances 

between the researcher and the research participants. Indeed, with gender in mind, 

“differences between the researcher and the researched play an important role in 

conducting sensitive research with vulnerable groups or where research revolves 

around sensitive gendered experiences” (Liamputtong 2007: 75). Reinharz and Chase 

(2001) reinforce the requirement for a considered gender-aware approach to data 

production, with emphasis on interviewing. They assert: 

When men study women, then, the same general methodological principle 

applies as when women study women: It is crucial that the researcher take 

account of his or her own and the interviewee’s social locations and how 

they might affect the research relationship (2001: 233).  

From a pragmatic viewpoint, the distinguishable and latent power imbalances 

between me, the (male) researcher, and female research participants were continually 

acknowledged and compensating actions were taken when appropriate. In particular, 

acknowledgment was made of the past experiences of women being researched, 

many of whom have fled their homelands after suffering trauma inflicted by men or 

maintain limited contact with men, based on cultural norms. To provide a sensitive 

and participant-centred process, female participants were given the opportunity to 
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bring a self-selected companion when engaging in research methods where direct 

contact with the researcher was required. This option was offered to ensure ease of 

comfort and a culturally-appropriate research environment. While most women 

declined the offer, one brought her sister to an interview. Male participants were 

similarly invited to bring a companion and they each declined.  

All participants were given the discretion to choose a suitable place for interviews 

and meetings. While most chose the NICRAS building or a community centre 

familiar to them, some participants opted for alternative venues, including their own 

houses (mentioned previously in 4.2.2). One female participant, Nora, from West 

Asia, requested specifically to be interviewed in my university office as she did not 

like the “male-environment” at NICRAS.  

Recognition of participants’ racial and cultural identities, and their ethnic 

heterogeneousness, is central to this type of research. Marvasti (2004) stresses that in 

the past social science research was guilty of devaluing the experiences of “people of 

color to that which is not ‘white’ or mainstream” (2004: 27). Thus, to develop 

legitimate and accountable research practices, researchers must have prior 

knowledge of the racialised populations they wish to study (Dunbar et al. 2001) and 

questions asked must be “culturally relevant” and presented in an “explicit manner” 

(Dunbar et al. 2001: 294; Tillman 2002). Having prior knowledge of the study 

population did alleviate many concerns over inadequate or biased research practices, 

while understanding participants’ circumstances and aspects of culture minimised the 

incidence of cultural bias. With acknowledgment of the diversity of distinct cultures, 

which make up the study group, consideration was awarded to socialisation norms, 

cultural, behavioural and attitudinal particularities, as well as means of verbal and 

non-verbal communication throughout empirical data production. Analysis of 

research participants’ feedback presents evidence that the efforts made to lessen 

cultural misunderstandings and imbalances were effective. 

4.2.3.3 Dealing with Sensitive Issues  

When dealing with personal experience and sensitive issues, both the researcher and 

the research participants “need to be prepared for the distress, anxiety, and 

flashbacks” they may experience (Reinharz and Chase 2001: 225). The researcher 

must engage respectfully in ways that deal with the issues which may be encountered 
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(Montgomery 2013). Indeed, as Lee suggests, potential threats posed to all vested 

individuals “need to be minimized, managed and mitigated” (1993: 16). Before any 

empirical research engagement associated with this study commenced, a Distress 

Protocol was devised (Appendix Two). Coping strategies and provision of 

signposting to potential support services were accepted as an obligation of the 

researcher when the research process was identified as having a potential negative 

impact on participants’ emotions.  

In the five instances of emotional distress which occurred during interviews, 

discussion ceased and participants were offered a break and a glass of water. They 

were informed that they had no obligation to continue with the current avenue of 

discussion and reminded that the option to withdraw from the research was available. 

However, on every occasion, the participants continued willingly after application of 

the distress protocol. On re-commencement of the interview, they were each 

informed of local and specific support services available to them should they desire 

professional advice for their distress. In all cases, both immediately after the 

interviews and on the following day, either in person or via telephone, the researcher 

contacted participants to assess how they were feeling. This follow-up process was 

employed to ensure participants’ well-being post-interview. In each instance they 

were found to be in good spirits, which endorsed the appropriateness and 

effectiveness of the protocol adopted.  

Feedback from participants provided positive reinforcement that, at all times, 

discussion of sensitive issues was dealt with thoughtfully and appropriately. Hicham, 

a teenager from North Africa, said after his interview that he enjoyed the process and 

felt it encouraged him to speak about his life and concerns. Zarah, from Somalia, 

stated she was grateful for the opportunity to talk and have her experiences listened 

to, while Alan, from West Asia, said:  

Thinking about the past since I left, it was great to talk about it. It was 

good, yeah.  

(Asylum seeker, West Asia) 
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For Hicham, Zarah and Alan the process was cathartic and provided a chance to 

speak openly and to be heard respectfully. Nia, from East Africa, described her 

interview:  

It has been flexible enough and I enjoyed it. Some flashbacks but I liked 

talking about things. I have been going through personal stuff lately, so 

speaking about something else has been uplifting. 

(Refugee, East Africa) 

For Chamai, from Zimbabwe, the interview process was delivered appropriately with 

consideration for his feelings: 

I think your questions are good because it is to do with how someone 

really feels deep down and yeah it was good. Of course it is difficult for 

me to express the anger, sometimes because I don’t have the language 

and sometimes because I don’t, you know, I don’t want to put myself in a 

place where I come out of here feeling down.  

When asked if this is how he was feeling, he replied: 

No, I don’t. I’ve come to understand that something that starts as 

something tense and sensitive, the more you say it you feel comfortable 

saying it. I think that is the reason [the interview] was long, yeah, that is 

the reason it was long. And yeah, it was comfortable.  

(Refused asylum seeker, Zimbabwe) 

Mei Hua, from China, also said, regarding her interview: 

It was very comfortable …just like talking, like friends having a chat.  

(Discretionary Leave to Remain, China) 

The above observations validated the need for reflexivity, self-examination and pro-

active preparedness, including signposting to avenues of support. Advice and 

expertise provided by the researcher’s supervisors was of great value in this context. 

Undertaking the research process provided new insights into research practice and 

consequently facilitated the development of appropriate strategies for handling 

problems as they emerged.  
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4.2.3.4 Ethical Conduct 

Voluntary participation, confidentiality, anonymity and informed consent are critical 

to the research being conducted ethically (Greener 2011). The researcher’s intention 

here was consistently to maintain trust with all research participants and ensure that 

the research was undertaken with their best interests in mind. This was for two 

reasons: firstly, to “safeguard participants from harm, coercion and exploitation” 

(Mackenzie 2007: 301); secondly, and more pragmatically, to ensure the collection 

of the best possible data (Walling 2009).  

The voluntary nature of the research was emphasised to assure that all participants 

were fully aware that they were not obliged to participate in the study. Each 

participant was informed that they were free to opt out of answering particular 

questions or of the study entirely and that they could ask questions and receive 

answers regarding their participation at any time during the research process. 

Participants were informed that they had a right to review any audio recordings or 

transcripts made during their contribution to the research (see Gillham 2005). Access 

to neither data source was subsequently requested.  

4.2.3.4.1 Provision of Confidentiality  

Social science research carries with it a possibility of risk to the participants (Jamison 

2007). A pledge of confidentiality - keeping information safe and private - was given 

in delivering this duty. The convention of confidentiality was upheld and all research 

participants were, to the greatest degree possible, protected from harm (Baez 2002). 

Participants were made explicitly aware that direct access to all information collected 

was restricted solely to the researcher, with the only partial exception being the 

possibility of consultation with the researchers’ supervisors about specific issues. 

Whilst it was made clear that publications may arise from this study, participants 

were informed, in detail, of the range of measures used to ensure their 

confidentiality. All hardcopy transcripts and qualitative diaries containing personal 

information, along with their signed consent forms were stored in a locked, fire-

proof, metal safe in the researcher’s office in the School of Geography, Archaeology 

and Palaeoecology. The researcher alone had access to the safe. Electronically 

produced information was stored in a password-secured, private computer also 

located in the same office. All data records had unique identifying codes and 

http://www.qub.ac.uk/schools/gap/


Chapter Four: Undertaking Sensitive Research 

94 
 

pseudonyms, both of which were used in place of participants’ names, to protect their 

identities. Individuals whose national origin associated them to a country with low 

representation were not given specific national identities. To ensure their anonymity, 

a generalised directional area identity was used: East Africa, West Africa, North 

Africa, South Asia, West Asia. 

4.2.3.4.2 Anonymisation 

Anonymity was granted to all asylum seekers and refugees who participated in this 

study. Non-refugees, namely indigenous people and ‘immigrants’, were given the 

option of anonymity but declined. Questions about possible identification and 

traceability was asked by some participants during initial pre-data production 

discussions. The importance of anonymity was demonstrated by Numa, from 

Somalia, who stated before an interview:  

I am afraid that the Home Office will find my name and read about me. A 

different name is good for me.  

(Refused asylum seeker, Somalia) 

The publication of Numa’s name may have affected her pending asylum case, a 

concern also expressed by others. Anonymity, importantly, not only protects the 

identity of the individuals involved in the research but also that of their friends and 

associates currently residing in Northern Ireland and elsewhere, and their relatives 

and friends in their country of origin. Pseudonyms replaced participants’ names in all 

documents and publications associated with this research study, including this thesis.  

Participants were given the opportunity to assign themselves a pseudonym. Those 

from a country with low representation among the asylum seeker and refugee 

population of Northern Ireland were guided to not select a name specific to their 

home country. Some were asked to avoid names linking them to their particular 

ethnic community. These requests were presented in an effort to minimise 

traceability based on cultural, as well as personal, identity through names. A further 

request was to avoid, where possible, the selection of names belonging to other 

asylum seekers and refugees residing in Northern Ireland at that time. One female 

participant, from Sudan, instead of opting for an existing name, wished to be referred 

to as ‘X’. Her preference for a single letter pseudonym stemmed from a negative past 
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experience in which her identity was made known, despite an attempt of name 

concealment, in an online publication of court proceedings relating to her asylum 

case. Beyond the importance of identity protection, the discussion and selection of 

pseudonyms often was received by participants with amusement, which provided a 

method to break the ice prior to research commencement.  

4.2.3.5 Obtaining Informed Consent 

Informed consent to participate in this study was obtained from research participants. 

Exceptions to this rule occurred only during participant observation and will be 

discussed later (in 4.3.3). Research Information Briefing Notice and Consent forms 

were given to read and sign prior to each method of research being conducted 

(Appendix Three: English versions). Despite the fact that no researcher can be 

entirely certain whether all participants fully understand what they have agreed to 

undertake and sign their names to, appropriate measures were stringently used to 

ensure the ‘informed’ aspect of any consent given was accurately understood by 

participants (Ryen 2004). Research Information Briefing Notices provided 

information on the purpose of the research, a summary of aims and objectives, 

identification of research methods, confidentiality and anonymity, storage of data, 

the non-obligatory role of participants, and the researcher’s contact details. Research 

Information Briefing Notices and Consent forms were translated into specific 

languages: Arabic, Somali and Chinese to meet the linguistic needs of participants, 

as required (Appendices Four, Five and Six).
91

 Access to Notices and forms was 

provided in advance of the participants’ engagement in the study. In instances when 

individuals took part in more than one research method, they were asked to complete 

consent forms for each specific involvement.
92

 This was designed to ensure complete 

ethical transparency in data production processes and to facilitate receiving informed 

consent from participants.  

Research Information Briefing Notices were provided and informed consent was also 

obtained from organisations: NICRAS, Belfast City Church, Common Grounds café, 

Homeplus and International Meeting Point, to allow access to their premises for the 

purpose of conducting the research for this study (see Appendix Seven for forms). 
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Organisation representatives who gave interviews also received and completed these 

documents (Appendix Eight). Copies of transcriptions, not containing participants’ 

personal information, were provided to organisations who availed of the offer.  

4.2.4 Language and Communication  

Language and communication are critical determinants of effective qualitative 

enquiry. “Language is a fundamental tool through which qualitative researchers seek 

to understand human behaviour, social processes and the cultural meanings that 

inscribe human behaviour” (Hennink 2008: 21). Practices must be developed when 

producing social research to ensure research participants understand questions and 

discussion presented. This is most crucial when conducting cross-cultural research, 

as issues of language and communication become more complex. When English 

(relevant to this study) is spoken by participants as a second language potential 

communication errors and misunderstandings may still remain. If interpretation of 

language is left up to the participants themselves problems can arise: using 

standardised language can lead to unintended interpretation (Schober et al. 2004). 

Furthermore, “failure to recognise and acknowledge the role of language and 

communication issues in cross-cultural research may impact on the rigour and 

reliability of the research” (Hennink 2008: 21).  

During research production within this study, when conducting interviews and in all 

written documentation, clear, simple and unambiguous communication was used in 

order to lessen, or eliminate, comprehension uncertainty. During interviews, for 

example, when recognising that participants were unclear of particular questions, 

words, phrases or language used, or when participants required or requested 

clarification, they were responded to by the researcher with non-standardised 

paraphrased definitions, phrasing and wording. Although the ruling out of language 

misinterpretation can never be fully guaranteed, every effort was made to effectively 

minimise its occurrence. Thorough attention paid to apposite communication was 

integral to meet the aims and objectives of this study, to support appropriate rigour 

and reliability of responces, and to diminish the potential of uneasiness among 

respondents. In other instances, however, the use of interpreters was required. 
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4.2.4.1 Working with Interpreters 

The principal language employed throughout the research phase was English. 

However, arrangements were made to ensure that research participants were free to 

express themselves in the language in which they were most fluent. This was 

designed to avoid miscommunication or the exclusion of interested participants with 

language difficulties. Nicassio et al. (1986) suggest that discussion of unfamiliar 

terms or sensitive topics can lead to hampered understanding and an inability of 

participants to respond with accurate accounts. As a result, the value and meaning of 

discussion may be lost, misunderstood or grounded in uncertainty (Marshall and 

Whille 1994). Interpreters were necessary to ensure effective verbal communication 

and bridge language barriers (Baker 1981; Edwards 1998; Murray and Wynne 2001; 

Akhter et al. 2012).  

Communication support was offered to all participants whose English language was 

poor. Five refused the offer, stating discomfort with a stranger being involved. 

Nonetheless, they continued to take part using their existing English language skills. 

Six participants opted for linguistic assistance; five during interviews and one in a 

focus group. They were each comfortable with the presence of an interpreter. Either 

English was not their first language or their English was not of a sufficient standard 

to allow them to competently express complex ideas. The use of interpreters to 

encourage self-expression in their mother-tongue enabled non-English speaking 

participants to engage fully in the research process. Their involvement was not only a 

practical necessity, but an “ethical obligation to access ‘hidden voices’” (Murray and 

Wynne 2001: 561).
93

 Had this language support not been provided, the voices of 

participants’ who could not fluently communicate in English would have been 

excluded from this study.  

Prior to each encounter with the study population, interpreters were formally briefed 

on the purpose of the research, the methods and terms used and ethical issues 

concerning the data production process.
94

 They were also invited to discuss any 

issues they had in relation to the research and interpreting for people who may be 
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 Consideration was given to involving interpreters as research associates in this research study 

(Berman and Tyyskä 2011). However, their employment for this purpose was not feasible due to the 

limited timeframe and funding available and the required training and payment of interpreters. 

Interpreters were encouraged to engage in the research by providing feedback post-interview.  
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from a culture similar to their own.
95

 These pre-interview briefings provided an 

opportunity to encourage interpreters to translate participants’ responses verbatim 

and not inadvertently incorporate their own values and beliefs; a cited drawback with 

employing interpreters in social research (Temple 2002). Such a situation could 

result in the data collected not being the actual responses of participants, which 

would negatively impact on the accuracy and validity of the researcher’s conclusions 

(Chen and Boore 2010). Nonetheless, it is impossible to completely eliminate 

communication exchange errors or eradicate non-literal interpretations as language is 

inextricably intertwined with perceptions of cultural values and nuanced by 

individual interpretation. 

Caution was taken when selecting interpreters due to the fact that some of the 

prospective interpreters were refugees or naturalised British citizens. Consequently, 

they “may be hostile to the views and interests of… participants” (Mackenzie et al. 

2007: 304). To negate this potential issue, whenever possible, participants were 

given a choice of interpreter. This action also minimised imbalances with reference 

to gender differences. Those who chose to select, opted for specific interpreters with 

whom they had previously engaged and consequently trusted. Interpreters were 

contacted by the researcher directly; and were subsequently individuals whom the 

researcher was familiar with due to prior professional working. This familiarity 

helped to make the logistics (including timing flexibility) of setting up interviews 

unproblematic. Translators were also employed to translate the diary entries of three 

participants (see 4.3.3). 

4.3 Conducting Qualitative Research: Research Methods 

The research methods used in this study were research interviews, qualitative diary 

studies, focus group interviews and participant observation. These will be discussed 

below but a brief overview is provided at this stage. The preliminary method used 

was in-depth, semi-structured, research interviews. This form of interviewing 

allowed exploration of the study population’s past as well as present (see Burgess 

1983, in Scott 1997; Roulston 2010). Semi-structured interviews were also 

conducted with organisation representatives. The decision to use a range of research 
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methods evolved from the process of continually reflecting on the methodology as 

the research progressed. This approach led to an understanding of the effectiveness 

of each disparate method’s capacity to capture data along particular timeframes. 

While interviews were, indeed, useful for retrospective as well as contemporary 

experiential discussion, qualitative diaries captured the specific lived experiences of 

people in the present. Focus groups facilitated the interviewing of small assemblages 

of pre-selected individuals on particular topics of present-day importance, which 

were identified by both preceding research interviews and qualitative diaries. Lastly, 

participant observation was used to capture the in-the-moment experiences of asylum 

seekers and refugees in defined social settings. Each method was chosen due to its 

distinct format and compatibility with the sensitive approach required to fulfil the 

research aims and objectives as laid out in Chapter One. 

4.3.1 Reliability of Research Participants 

Human memory is limited by the fact that what is remembered is determined by 

conscious and unconscious selection and affected by the subsequent passing of time 

and other subsequent events. To elucidate, White (2007: 287) referring to accounts of 

activism in the Irish Republican Movement, states: 

Respondents with the best of intentions are subject to fallible memories; 

they may forget important information, associate events and behaviours 

with the wrong time period, unconsciously rework facts to make them fit 

into consistent, but unreal, sequence… Respondents may purposely 

distort their accounts to make themselves, or their movement, appear in 

the best light.  

Personal bias, imprecise memories and constructed narratives must be expected and 

countered when lived experiences and oral histories are researched and studied. This 

is particularly important in highly politicised settings and when individuals’ 

“…intimate accounts of extreme human experiences” are explored (Jessee 2011: 

287), such as fleeing from traumatic existences and associated uncertain international 

border crossings. Therefore, an acknowledgement of the above methodological 

limitations is pertinent. In a research setting, the dynamic between the researcher and 

the researched, furthermore, can affect the validity of responses (Jessee 2011; Varga 

2012). Jessee (2011, citing Frisch 1990) suggests, “sharing authority” and agenda 
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setting in research interviews is done both by interviewees, who aim to provide a 

“particular perspective or version of events”, and by interviewers, who “direct the 

conversation toward their primary research questions” (Jessee 2011: 293), which 

may influence truth-telling. 

Providing an opportunity for asylum seekers and refugees to tell their story in their 

own terms and to be listened to was central to the rationale of this thesis and, 

therefore, had to be effectively facilitated. One must, however, acknowledge the 

possibility of ethnographic seduction, where research participants may validate their 

experience of events with reference to past circumstances (Robben 1996). To 

counter-act this situation, the interviewing process allowed questions to be asked and 

answers challenged, should any suspicion of inaccuracies arise or where fact and 

fiction blurred (see Ritchie 2003).
96

 Furthermore, any subsequent interactions with 

participants facilitated the identification and neutralisation of inconsistencies in the 

personal experiences being related.  

To illustrate this point, the case of a young Somali man, Dalmar, is relevant. Dalmar, 

during a research interview, told me of his migration route from Somalia through a 

number of East and North African countries before entering Europe, via smuggler 

boat across the Mediterranean. He recounted how he left, aged fifteen, and spoke 

tentatively of experiences in each country he passed through. His account of his 

cross-border experience immediately triggered suspicion. Dalmar’s demeanour, 

expressions and vagueness at particular moments gained my attention. At a second 

meeting and during informal conversation, Dalmar mentioned experiences as a boy 

living in Dubai, which were not compatible with his previous narrative of 

international mobility. When challenged on this matter, he spoke with an uninhibited, 

if apologetic, manner about his ‘real’ past. Aged eight years, he was taken to live 

with his cousin in Dubai, as his home city was in the midst of war and his family 

were poor and unable to support him. He worked as a tailor for five years. Aged 

thirteen he was sent to Egypt to a refugee camp with the hope of resettlement in 

America. After two years of waiting in the camp and limited prospect of being 

accepted for resettlement, he left and eventually reached Libya and then Italy, via 
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triangulation of methods allowed for the identification of recurring themes within the research. This 
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any possible inaccurate information adversely affecting research findings.  
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smuggler boat across the Mediterranean Sea. The latter version of events is the ‘real’ 

story, the version not, usually, retold to anyone, not to his friends or immigration 

authorities. The former story was invented, not by himself but by a fellow Somalian 

who he met in Italy. The man advised Dalmar that an engineered “stronger” story 

which omitted living in perceived “safe” countries prior to entering Europe would 

best support his application for humanitarian protection within Europe.  

Inaccurate as some aspects of Dalmar’s initial interview responses might have been, 

his testimony cannot be written-off as a wholly falsified narrative.
97

 Avoided 

questions, silences, tailored and invented narratives are valued as “they indicate how 

the current social and political landscape is shaping what people might say to a 

researcher” (Fujii 2010: 232). Fujii’s (2010) grasp on un/truth-telling rings true in 

Dalmar’s case, where the truthfulness of his initial account is not its sole value. The 

story behind the creation of the initial narrative also holds value. Dalmar’s motives 

for recalling an invented existence, or positioned truth, stem from wider institutional-

created uncertainties based on awareness of immigration sanctions and fear: an 

important realisation for this research study. “Lies and secrets are not necessarily 

‘bad’ and ‘inaccurate’ data. Indeed, people largely live and act in line with the stories 

they tell - whether or not the stories depict material reality accurately” (Tracy 2013: 

126).
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 Dalmar’s case was used, here, to exemplify a particular point on recognition 

of narrative told by participants. His story was unique in the context of this research 

but informative in the area of truth-telling. Assurances of truth-telling were given by 

other participants, either before or during interviews. Individual testimonies offered 

reassurances which reinforced the belief that personal accounts were truthful, 

maximising the accuracy of data collected.  

Numa, discussed previously (see 4.2.3), spoke of her trust in me, the interviewer. She 

was confident that her personal information would not be misused and felt able to 

speak in an unrestricted manner about her life. She also had strong conviction in the 

belief that sharing her experience was important to inform other people of the lives 

of asylum seekers. While, Kate, from Nigeria, told me that after reading the Research 

Information Briefing Notice and consulting with a local service provider, who 
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 The value within the meta-data incorporating his retelling of events is important. Fujii (2010) 

describes meta-data as spoken and unspoken lexes, personalised feelings and emotions that are not 

always articulated. 
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 Punctuation marks have been adapted. 
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assured her I was a legitimate researcher, she was eager to share her experiences. She 

spoke candidly about being trafficked to Italy and forced into prostitution prior to 

arriving in Northern Ireland. Like Numa, Kate valued the opportunity to tell her story 

and bear witness to the “dreadful things” many asylum seekers go through. She 

hoped that by sharing her experiences people would not misjudge asylum seekers. 

She stated, before commencing her interview: 

When you said you wanted to interview me for this thing I was very 

happy. It is a life story. It is what I experience so when I start talking 

everything will come to me head. I will be pouring it out. I don’t think 

before I say it because it is my life.  

(Asylum seeker, Nigeria) 

Both Numa and Kate’s comments support positive consideration of truth-telling 

during data production.  

Furthermore, Alan, from West Asia, in a similar vein, welcomed the opportunity to 

discuss his experiences, which included harrowing accounts of years held in bonded 

labour in Austria prior to claiming asylum in the UK and misinforming the Home 

Office of his identity. He appreciated being listened to and expressed thanks for the 

chance to speak about his life. Alan was keen to present the view that even when 

asylum seekers lie it is usually for valid reasons. Indeed, Zitouni, from North Africa, 

acknowledged after his interview that he disclosed information about his life that is 

unknown to both the Home Office and Refugee Support Organisation staff. He 

offered assurance that he spoke the whole truth and conversed with me as he would a 

friend. Ahmad, from Sudan, also responding openly to questions, stated confidently 

that he was untroubled in sharing “his story” as being a British citizen he did not care 

about the Home Office. A final example of truth-telling came from Zaynab, from 

Somalia, who stated that she and other participants would not lie in their responses 

because they could tell from how I interact with people that I am “a nice person who 

can be trusted”. 

4.3.2 In-depth Research Interviews 

Interviews have been extensively used in asylum seeker and refugee research. 

Human geographers, Robinson and Segrott (2002), in a study commissioned by the 
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UK Home Office, employed the use of in-depth interviews when researching the 

decision-making of asylum seekers migrating to the UK. They asserted that 

interviews provided the only way “the practical consciousness of the respondents 

could be explored and the depth and quality of information that is needed be gained” 

(2002: 8). Also within the discipline of human geography, Ten Brinke (2011) used 

semi-structured interviews and participant observations in a quest to understand and 

analyse the livelihoods of refugees in Morocco. Her study successfully used the two 

methods in tandem to construct case studies which examined the connection between 

refugees’ livelihoods and mobility.  

Using secondary data as their main source of knowledge provision, Koser and 

Pinkerton (2002), in research commissioned by the UK Home Office, explored issues 

of information dissemination about countries of asylum to potential asylum seekers. 

Their findings were based on a small number of interviews with representatives from 

refugee community organisations and academics. Although they developed a 

comprehensive account of asylum seekers’ migration decision-making processes, 

they acknowledged that “any large study would need to interview asylum seekers” to 

provide real experiences of knowledge (2002: 6). These examples clearly reflect the 

usefulness of using interviewing for research with asylum seekers and refugees. For 

clarity of expression, here, the terms “researcher” and “interviewer” are used 

interchangeably, as are “research participant” and “interviewee”.  

“Interviews are structured conversations” (Rubin and Rubin 2005: 129). They are 

usually organised as a combination of main questions which are worked out in 

advance; follow-up questions which ask for explanation and themes which have been 

alluded to by the interviewee; and probes which help keep the interview on topic 

(ibid.). This format was implemented during the interview process in this study.
99

 To 

best meet the research aims and produce a rich, nuanced and detailed understanding 

of individuals’ responses, semi-structured interviews were chosen. Semi-structured 

interviews allow for a more flexible approach than structured interviews as the 

latter’s rigid format does not permit the flexibility of responses necessary to capture 

participants’ unique experiences and perceptions. Furthermore, semi-structured 

interviews provide a more comprehensive covering of important issues than 
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 Carried out in a range of forms and for a variety of uses, interviews are loosely differentiated and 

categorised by their structured, semi-structured and unstructured formats (Patton 1990; Arksey and 

Knight 2002; Rubin and Rubin 2005; DiCicco-Bloom et al. 2006; Silverman 2009). 
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unstructured ones, which do not provide an appropriate level of direction (Bryman 

2004). They also “provide much more scope for the discussion and recording of 

respondents’ opinions and views” as their degree of structure ensures objectives are 

met in both a relatively free flowing and free-ranging way (Moore 1987: 29).  

Thirty-nine semi-structured research interviews were conducted with forty-one 

participants
100

 and accompanied by an additional twenty-one ‘auxiliary’ interviews: 

twelve with asylum seekers and refugees, which addressed specific topics; and nine 

with organisation representatives, focusing upon services and support provided to 

asylum seekers and refugees (see 4.3.2.5 for further elaboration). 

 

 

The Pre-Interview Process 

 Interview location selected. 

 Interview room organised prior to meeting. 

o Prepare refreshments (water, glasses and biscuits). 

o Set out notes and forms. 

o Set out voice recorder. 

 Upon arrival of interviewee, offer a hot drink and chat informally. 

 Proceed to interview room. 

 Sit in close proximately, avoiding complete separation by furniture. 

 Discuss formal proceedings and agreements. 

 Declare commencement of interview. 

 Turn on voice recorder. 

 Begin interview. 

 

Figure 4.1 The Pre-Interview Process 

In practice, a natural, relaxed and conservational format was adopted, ensuring non-

threatening and informal interaction, through both the pre-interview process (Figure 

4.1) and during each interview, between interviewees and interviewer. A natural 

approach to interviewing provided a good balance between information seeking and 

social interaction, enabling interviewees to feel more relaxed and better able to offer 

detailed answers (Kvale 1996). Interviewees were supported in answering questions 

in terms of what was important to them and to respond with a freedom of volition. 

This interview style allowed a non-intrusive format apposite when sensitive and 

personal topics were introduced. Additionally, the open-ended question format 
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 Two interviews included two interviewees; a husband and wife (along with their baby), and two 

sisters. 
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enabled interviewees to be more culturally-focused in their responses resulting in 

meaningful answers, willingly given (see Mack et al. 2005).  

4.3.2.1 Piloting of Research Interviews  

Five pilot interviews were completed. Piloting was a useful exercise in testing the 

feasibility of this research method, while gaining practical learning and training 

experiences (see Gillham 2005). It also created a means to test and hone pragmatic 

interviewing skills and the interaction between the researcher and participants. 

Piloting allowed an assessment of the interview schedule as a whole and an in-situ 

feel for the specific interview process. It highlighted the necessity of prompting for 

discussion elicitation, an awareness of appropriate timing for posing questions and 

made apparent the need to establish an appropriate pace to meet individual 

interviewee’s comprehension and linguistic abilities. It further provided insight into 

the requirements of content analysis and question adjustment, which helped to 

establish the final interview guide. A participant self-reflective approach was 

adapted, where interviewees gave feedback, providing added value to the research 

study. This encouraged a focus on interviewees’ presence in the research; seeing 

them as active educators in the research process, not just informants. As a direct 

result of this, participant feedback was incorporated into the methodology. 

Feedback from piloting interviewees raised a concern over the aims of the research. 

Despite being eager and willing to take part in the interview, one pilot-interviewee, 

Jafar, from Sudan, stated that he worried “who [was] going to find out his 

information”. This response led to an amendment of the Research Information 

Briefing Notice to explain in greater detail the purpose of the study. The piloting 

process was, moreover, perceived by interviewees as positive. Zarah, from Somalia, 

said she felt the interview process was cathartic, providing emotional relief. David, 

from Zimbabwe, after the interview had finished, requested the audio recorder be 

turned on twice more to allow him to provide additional information, which he 

wanted to share. This was recognised as an expression of his acceptance of the study 

and his participation in it. Furthermore, the opportunity to converse in English was 

appreciated by the piloting interviewees as it supported further development of their 

language skills.  
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4.3.2.2 Auxiliary Interviews 

Additional semi-structured interviews were conducted with designated asylum 

seekers and refugees. Interview discussions centred on specific themes, which were 

recognised as significant to the research. For example, interviews were used to 

capture the experiences of participation in a catering and food hygiene training 

programme; experiences of attending Home Office signing appointments,
101

 which 

are mandatory for asylum seekers; and the process of detention and removal. Each of 

these auxiliary interviews lasted between ten and thirty minutes. They were 

necessary to unearth the experiences of individuals in specific, but not uncommon, 

circumstances.  

Interviews were also conducted with representatives from a range of organisations, 

including Refugee Support Organisations, statutory asylum services, social clubs, 

church-maintained charities and social projects, and an international crisis charity. 

Organisations selected had been reported by research participants as having played a 

positive role in the development of their social networks and integration. Each 

interview was semi-structured in nature, lasted between ten and fifty minutes and 

took place, mostly, in the respective organisations’ premises.
102

 The organisations’ 

aims; the individuals within the organisations, both staff and volunteers; the services 

they provide; and the role they play in the lives of the study population, were each 

researched. All of those interviewed who were not themselves a member of the 

asylum seeker and refugee community agreed to waive their right to anonymity.
103

  

4.3.2.3 Pre-interview Briefing, Voice Recording and the Interview 

Guide 

Opportunity for open discussion of the interview process was provided to 

interviewees before each interview commenced. All were notified of the nature of the 

research, commitment to confidentiality and informed consent through formal notice 

provision, discussed previously (see 4.2.3.4.1), and verbal restatement. Pre-interview 

discussion offered opportunities for clarification and this facilitated a sense of ease. 
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 Reporting (or signing) appointments take place at Drumkeen House in the Greater (South) Belfast 

area. Asylum seekers must attend regularly, either weekly, fortnightly, monthly of six-monthly. 
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 Excluding one interview with a representative from church-maintained charity, Saint Vincent de 

Paul, which took place at Queen’s University, Belfast.  
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 If anonymity was required, concealing their identities would have posed challenging as the 

individuals are well known in the public sphere and potentially recognisable. 
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This dialogue period enabled the commencement of the interview with specific 

questions based on demographics. Confirmation of name, sex, age, marital status, 

occupation, country of origin, length of time in Northern Ireland or the UK, and 

current immigration status was obtained. Interviewees’ personal details were not 

recorded on the digital voice recorder used in each interview and confidentiality was, 

thus, protected from the outset. 

To ensure interviews were coherent and focused thematically while allowing scope 

to explore, probe and ask questions, a pre-determined Interview Guide (Appendix 

Nine) was developed (see Kvale 1996). This guide was topic-centred as opposed to a 

distinct set of discrete questions.
104

 Self-tailored questions and topics were also 

incorporated to meet the particular aims and objectives of this thesis (see Chapter 

One). The guide was used for each interview and acted as an aide memoire for the 

interviewer. Flexibility, nonetheless, was incorporated to allow questions to be 

asked, which had particular relevance but were not pre-determined. Paradoxically, 

the interview guide further helped to ensure standardisation in the interview process.  

The guide included main questions and prompt questions. Prompt questions were 

used to maintain flow of conversation and develop depth and detail, providing richly 

nuanced answers. Not all pre-determined questions were asked in each interview, 

some were missed to ensure only appropriate questions were presented.
105

 The 

number and range of questions asked was ultimately determined by the interviewee’s 

responses and their level of engagement.  

Interviews were recorded to minimise the risk of misinterpretation of responses and 

the omission of important information. The use of a voice recorder not only ensured 

accurate data production but, moreover, supported full engagement in two-way 

discussion between the interviewee the interviewer, by eliminating the possible 

distraction of note-taking (see Kitchin and Tate 2000). Recording also provided 

additional support as digital records allowed for verification of responses. Stoudt 
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 The interview guide was informed by reference to prior research on the topics of decision-making 

processes of asylum seekers (Robinson and Segrott 2002); social networks of asylum seekers and 

dissemination of information about countries of asylum (Koser and Pickering 2002); and key 

measurement indicators of social capital (Putnam 2000; Hudson and Chapman 2002). 
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 Rubin and Rubin (2005) emphasise the need for balance during empirical enquiry as too many 

questions may result in the interviewer attempting to ask them all rather than encouraging the 

conversational flow of the interview and appreciation of depth and meaning. Conversely, too few 

questions may result in insufficient data production and the risk that if one question fails the interview 

may in turn peter out (2005: 135).  
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(2007) argues that the use of a voice recording device may make the interview seem 

formal, introducing “a silent but potentially political listener” (2007: 291), and May 

(2001) raises concerns about its potential to create nervousness among interviewees. 

In practice, however, each interviewee appeared at ease with the audio recording 

device being used. At no point did interviewees appear nervous with its presence, nor 

was interaction and discussion between interviewees and researcher negatively 

affected. The role of the voice recorder was discussed in each pre-interview briefing, 

which reinforced levels of acceptance towards its presence.
106

 

4.3.2.4 Limitations of Interviews as a Social Research Method 

Interviewing is a challenging process and can present analytical difficulties. The 

practicalities of transcribing and analysing (see 4.4) large amounts of data can be 

time-consuming and burdensome (Bryman 2001). While this is true, focus and 

enthusiasm, and the support of complementary data analysis software (see 4.4.2) 

resulted in time and workload issues being dealt with effectively. The interview 

process, in its entirety, was repetitive; a recognised potential problem with this 

method (Moore 1987). However, the rigours of the method did not deter from the 

high degree of consistency that was maintained throughout the research process.  

The use of a pre-determined interview guide played an important role in facilitating 

uniformity with reference to questions asked. Nonetheless, it is accepted that in 

practice, conversation was allowed, when appropriate, to flow in undetermined ways 

as the interviewees’ individual responses guided subsequent questioning. As a result, 

minor variations in questioning provided rich individualised data, which ultimately 

increased the complexity of data received. Lastly, the factor of time presented, in 

some regards, a limitation. Although the point of data saturation was reached within 

the allocated research period, there were continually more people, had time not have 

been an issue, who could have been included in the study; each with their unique 

stories to tell.  

4.3.3 Qualitative Diary Studies 

Qualitative diaries are not a widely-used research method, despite being an 

appropriate data production technique which enables exploration of individuals’ 
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 A similar outcome was encountered by Ryen (2001), who recounted that after assurance of the 

device’s use, interviewees’ interaction and participation was natural. 



Chapter Four: Undertaking Sensitive Research 

109 
 

thoughts, feelings and experiences.
107

 Used in psychological science (Reis and Judd 

2000; Bolger, et al. 2003; Almeida 2005; Bolger and Laurenceau 2005) and studies 

of nutrition, sleep and physical activity (see Conleth et al. 2005), they are not 

commonly used in geographical studies (Meth 2008). Indeed, qualitative diary 

studies tend to be overlooked within qualitative research (Conleth et al. 2005). 

Advocating their use in social geography, Meth suggests that the method helps 

promote “participation and engagement” in the research process (2008: 195).  

Pragmatically, in this study diary studies served to illustrate the in-the-present 

experiences of asylum seekers and refugees as they engaged in their daily activities 

and interactions with other people in Northern Ireland. Their use was immensely 

fruitful, offering “a unique window on human phenomenology” (Bolger et al. 2003: 

610). The empirical value of this method is summed up by Meth (2008) who states 

that diaries provide research participants with “scope for reflection and self-

determined knowledge presentation” and provide the researcher with “extensive 

amounts of intensive material” (2008: 203). As an additional research method, 

complementary to research interviews, diary studies proved effective in advancing 

empirical data, as they brought nuanced insight into participants’ experiences, which 

could not have been gathered from interviews alone.
108

  

A further substantial value attached to the use of qualitative diary studies as a 

research method was the fact that, as participants were encouraged to report events 

soon after they occurred (see Reis 1994), potential issues concerning lapses of 

memory were significantly reduced. Moreover, the usefulness in capturing accurate 

and timely data and the provision of detailed responses of quality is compatible with 

the aims of this thesis (see Chapter One).  

4.3.3.1 Piloting the Qualitative Diary Study Method 

The qualitative diary method was used to capture the experiences of asylum seekers 

and refugees over a one-off set period of seven days. Piloting this method, similar to 

the research interview piloting exercise, offered an opportunity for reflection on its 

methodological merit and the opportunity to make necessary amendments. Piloting 
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 Diaries are typically used to investigate changes to individuals’ or groups’ behaviour over time and 

to collect circumstantial information leading up to or following specific events (Conleth et al. 2005).  
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 Dairy entries are presented, along with each of the other research methods, in Chapter Seven. There 

use is clearly identified.  
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involved three research participants; two females and one male. Both females, 

Florence, from Zimbabwe, and Zarah, from Somalia, reported that they had not 

written a diary since childhood but, encouraged by the process of recording 

experiences, wanted to begin writing personal diaries again. Florence continued a 

diary for fourteen days beyond the expected duration as she found the process of 

recording experiences and emotions cathartic. Her extensive twenty-one-day diary 

provided significant insight into her experiences, which proved useful as a 

comparison to diaries completed over the course of seven days, the suggested 

duration.
109

 While providing a greater volume of data, Florence’s information was, in 

fact, repetitive over weekly periods, which on analysis reinforced the implementation 

of a seven-day duration for subsequent qualitative diaries. 

Zarah, and the male piloting participant, Azizi, from East Africa, completing diary 

studies and participated in research interviews. Their involvement in more than one 

method of data production added significant insight into the extent to which the 

methods complement each other. Subsequently, just six interviewees completed both 

an interview and a qualitative diary. For most participants, undertaking the two 

research tasks was too time-consuming. A comparison of methods at the initial stage 

of the study also helped to evaluate the appropriateness of each method for specific 

data production purposes. The piloting exercise confirmed how useful the qualitative 

diary method was in offered nuanced insight into present-day experiences.  

4.3.3.2 Qualitative Diary Studies: In Practice 

Thirteen participants engaged in qualitative diary studies; nine completed one diary 

each and four completed two diaries each, consequently seventeen diaries were 

completed in total. Those who completed a second diary did so, upon request, 

approximately one year after returning their first diary. The purpose of re-engaging 

participants in the method after one year was to identify changes afforded by the 

passing of time. Return-response the subsequent time was low. Anecdotal evident 

would affirm that this resulted from a lack of available time at the particular period 

the request for re-participation was made. In addition, two participants had 
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 Subsequently, when completing a main qualitative diary (his second diary), Evergreen, from 

Zimbabwe, recorded his experiences for a six-and-a-half-week duration. Similar to Florence, he 

enjoyed the writing process and continued because of the catharsis caused from undertaking the task. 
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subsequently moved from Northern Ireland and were uncontactable, ruling them out 

of subsequent re-engagement.  

Participants were directed to log occurrences of activities and social interactions pre-

categorised by the researcher, in accordance with an event-contingent recording 

process, set within an event sampling methodology. This approach encouraged the 

capturing of on-going experiences and events, which occurred in participants’ 

naturally-occurring environments (see Reis and Gable 2000). A set of guidelines and 

a sample diary (Appendix Ten: English version) were disseminated to participants 

with guidance on how to complete a diary, congruent with the objectives of the 

study. Each person was also given a blank notepad and a pen. While most produced 

records using the standard paper and pencil technique (Bolger et al. 2003; Bolger 

and Laurenceau 2005), four chose to record their responses electronically and 

returned them via e-mail. 

Participants were encouraged to enter responses immediately following, or as soon as 

possible after, an activity or social interaction and include the nature and location of 

such occurrences. Additionally, they were asked to record general experiences in 

order to provide an accurate representation of their lived realities and details of their 

feelings and thoughts throughout each day. Eleven participants were asked to meet 

for an informal follow-up discussion of their diaries after they were returned; a 

procedure implemented when particular entries merited further exploration. Study 

population members were given the option of producing diaries either in English or 

the written language most familiar to them. Three participants wrote diaries in their 

native languages and these were later translated. The option to enlist a friend, as 

scribe to help complete diaries (Bolger et al. 2003) was presented to a small number 

of asylum seekers and refugees with no, or limited, literacy skills. None pursued this 

option.  

4.3.3.3 Limitations of Qualitative Diary Studies 

Limitations to the implementation of qualitative diary studies are recognised (Bolger 

and Laurenceau 2005; Meth 2008; Sohn et al. 2008).
110

 Despite the value gained 
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 Sohn et al. (2008: 434) suggest qualitative diaries “suffer the drawback of potentially missing data 

because participants forget to record entries or are selective in reporting”. Bolger and Laurenceau 

(2005) identify forgetfulness, plus data entry uncertainty, burden and confidentiality issues as 
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from this method in relation to rich, nuanced information which encapsulated a 

snapshot of the lives of study population members, completing diaries demanded a 

level of commitment from participants greater than that required by interviews or 

focus groups. Indeed, Meth (2008), writing of the demands placed upon participants 

when maintaining dairies, asserts that they require a significant amount of effort and 

time, which may frustrate participants. The refusal rate for participation was 

significantly higher for this method than with other methods employed.
111

 Twenty-

five people were invited to participate; five refused immediately, seven agreed but 

did not complete the task, and two of the thirteen who did take on the study did not 

provide entries of the proposed seven-day duration period. Time and stress from the 

asylum process,
112

 were factors in non- or limited participation. Those who did 

complete the process, found it enjoyable and cathartic. For some, it presented a 

favourable exercise, which promoted English writing skills.  

All reasonable efforts were made to counteract the drawbacks associated with 

demands on participants. A seven-day timeframe was deemed appropriate to ensure 

sufficient informative data on participants’ lived experiences was collected while not 

being too long to discourage participation. Diary guidelines and a sample diary, 

freedom to commence the diaries when convenient to participants, and regular 

support via phone calls from the researcher throughout the completion period, were 

also provided to assist participants.  

The written element of the qualitative diary was a barrier to all study population 

members with limited or no written language proficiency resulting in only literate 

people participating in this method. Diary guidelines and a sample diary were 

provided in selected written native languages - Arabic and Somali (Appendix Ten) - 

to appeal to participants with limited or no English language skills and literate in 

their first language.
113

 Also participants were encouraged to input diary entries in 

their first language. In an attempt not to exclude participants who were illiterate, the 

option to invite a self-selected friend to act as scribe was offered. However, no-one 

                                                                                                                                                                     
limitations to the method. While Meth (2008) recognises the practical demands placed on participants 

when completing diaries as a concern.   
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 Only three people refused to participate in a research interview and each person asked to join a 

focus group, did so. 
112

 The factor of stress was stated by some asylum seekers; mostly by ‘refused’ asylum seekers. Only 

two ‘refused’ asylum seekers completed diary studies, others invited to participate declined because of 

the difficulty with their current (destitute) circumstances.  
113

 Arabic, Somali and English were the languages used by participants who conducted diary studies. 
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availed of this option.
114

 Despite these limitations, the qualitative diary study 

approach was a tremendously valuable empirical research method. 

4.3.4 Focus Group Interviews 

Two focus group interviews were conducted. Each offered an opportunity to examine 

the experiences of asylum seekers in Northern Ireland based on specific pre-set 

topics. The first - life as a ‘refused’ asylum seeker - involved three men from Sudan; 

and the second - integration and identity - involved one male ‘refused’ asylum seeker 

and two female asylum seekers. To preserve confidentiality and privacy, discussion 

on topics relating to pre-migration or migration to Northern Ireland were avoided. 

While both focus groups did require discussion of individuals’ previous and current 

personal situations, which is often sensitive in nature, careful pre-selection and 

assurance of mutual approval among group members allowed discussion topics to be 

approved by the groups (Morgan 1996).  

The three males in the first focus group shared a common nationality, language and 

culture and were aged between thirty-three and thirty-nine years. A cohort of 

participants with similar demographics was most suitable in this instance to ensure 

an appropriate environment for open discussion, giving consideration for 

socialisation customs. The second group, on the other hand, consisted of three people 

with different nationalities, gender, first language, religion and cultural backgrounds. 

Their ages ranged from twenty-eight to forty-nine years. Prior mutual familiarity and 

socialisation between each participant ensured ease of discussion and the focus 

group’s success, despite being a mixed cohort.  

Focus groups usually consist of homogenous groups of between six and ten 

participants (Keegan 2009) and are used for either exploratory or confirmatory 

purposes (Stewart and Shamdasani 1990). Both focus groups in this study contained 

three people. Participant numbers were intentionally low to ensure group dynamics 

could be appropriately regulated and discussion kept focused.
115

 The first focus 

group shared Arabic as a common language and an interpreter aided one member 
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 Photographic diary studies were considered but not utilised in keeping with confidentiality 

standards. Concern was raised over photographs being taken of people who may wish for their 

identity to be concealed. This decision was reached after consultation with a group of asylum seekers 

and refugees while on a visit to NICRAS. 
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 Maintaining an inclusive environment where all participants’ involvement is encouraged is more 

difficult in larger groups. There is a greater risk of discussion being side-tracked and losing direction.  
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with language support to facilitate effective communication and equal contribution 

among members. The second group used English as a common language. An 

emphasis on mutual experiences within each group permitted an environment 

conducive to the sharing of information.  

In both groups, discussion was continual and balanced between participants. Indeed, 

the group environment proved particularly useful for helping participants to develop 

their views and generate responses in ways they may have found more difficult in 

one-to-one scenarios (see Morgan 1996). The researcher’s role as group facilitator, 

responsible for creating a safe and neutral space where relaxed and open discussion 

can occur, also came into effect as participants were prompted and encouraged to 

input and interrelate with each other (see Keegan 2009). In concurrence with Umaña-

Taylor and Bámaca (2004), participants’ confidence would suggest they felt that 

their experiences were of value, valid and worth sharing. They were eager to support 

each other’s views, share their own and, at times, provide comfort and reassurance to 

each other when conversation turned to memories of times of hardship.  

This method offered significant empirical value as it produced focused discussion of 

the two topics - experiences of ‘refused’ asylum seekers, and integration and identity 

- which were under researched by the interviews and the qualitative diaries methods. 

Hence, the focus group method enabled an approach where access was provided to 

several different realities and opinions at one time (Conradson 2005). The group 

setting, furthermore, allowed participants a greater control of the dialogue: they were 

the “experts” with the knowledge and the researcher was “seek[ing] to learn from 

them” (Umaña-Taylor and Bámaca 2004: 261). 

4.3.4.1 Limitations of Focus Group Interviews  

An associated limitation with focus group interviews is the unpredictability of group 

dynamics. Some group members may be discouraged from participating because of 

other members’ actions; being over-powering, confrontational or exerting 

dominance, which can lead to shyness or intimidation felt by less-dominant group 

members (Tonkiss 2004). However, the use of neutral spaces to conduct the focus 

groups - the NICRAS premises and a meeting room in Queen’s University - 

facilitated a relaxed atmosphere. Positive and effective facilitation ensured each 

participant was given time and space to contribute, with appropriately timed prompts 
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and gestures provided for individuals, if required, to both elicit responses and curtail 

excessive individual contributions. Moreover, such action also decreased any risk of 

biased results (see Conradson 2005).  

During the first focus group involving the three Sudanese men, one man did position 

himself as the main speaker and on occasion answered on behalf of the group. This 

issue was swiftly dealt with, by encouraging his views while also inviting the two 

quieter men to equally get involved. The use of an interpreter, to assist one of the 

quieter men, had to be effectively managed to ensure sufficient time was given for 

translation. No issues were raised with the second focus group’s discussion. Indeed, 

each participant provided adequate opportunity for fellow group members to speak 

and think through their thoughts aloud. Both groups naturally settled into a relaxed 

conversation.  

An additional minor practical issue involved enlisting of participants for focus 

groups. One Sudanese ‘refused’ asylum seeker, originally supposed to accompany 

his friends in the first focus group, did not turn up for the group meeting. His 

absence, however, did not deter or affect proceedings. A further issue involved 

arranging a time that suited each group member. For example, a third focus group 

was planned, comprising of three women (two asylum seekers from Southern Africa 

and one refugee from East Africa). They shared a friendship and each was a mother 

of young children. This group would have focused on integration and the raising of 

children, however, after several attempts to schedule a meeting a time that suited all 

three women was not possible to organise.  

4.3.5 Participant Observation Research  

The final research method to be discussed is participant observation, an ethnographic 

research approach which “puts you where the action is and lets you collect data… 

any kind of data you want…” (Bernard 2006: 343). Gans (1999: 540) elucidates:
 116

 

PO [sic] is my preferred method. I also consider it the most scientific, 

because it is the only one that gets close to people. In addition, it allows 

researchers to observe what people do, while all other empirical methods 

are limited to reporting what people say about what they do. 
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 A quotation from Gans (1999) regarding his admiration for participant observation. 
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Underpinned by a naturalistic approach, participant observation promotes the 

evidencing of social phenomena as recognised in its natural state, where emphasis is 

placed “on the social meanings, intentions and attitudes which are the underlying 

basis of the appearance of the social phenomena” (Evans 1988: 199).
117

 With a 

format conducive to engage with and understand people in their regular environment, 

participant observation strengthens the overall methodology employed by this 

research study.  

Twenty-two participant observation studies were undertaken ranging in duration 

from ten minutes to six hours, involving both males and females, both study 

population members and, on occasion, non-study population members. Fourteen 

studies were conducted with asylum seekers and refugees during routine informal 

activities where information was gathered from conversations; covered a variety of 

topics upon life in Northern Ireland (see Appendix One for full list).
118

 Eight studies 

served to capture insight into particular social settings and the social relationships of 

the people within them.
119

 Social settings were selected to provide environments 

where rich, meaningful and insightful information could be produced. 

With participant observation, participants are likely to offer in-depth accounts of 

reality, including their own insight into social behaviour (Bradburn et al. 1979, in 

Lee 2000). This maximises research validity and the inclusion of participant 

observation as part of the overall research methodology. It provided a powerful 

insight into, and feel for, certain places and occasions where the underlying meanings 

behind the creation of social relationships and their effect on participants’ lives could 

be systematically interpreted and analysed.  
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 The approach is at variance with a positivist methodology, which adopts the view that an 

understanding of the social world can be constructed on the basis of logic or experimentation (Evans 

1988). 
118

 For example: Budgeting money and Section 4 support with Somali women during a car trip to a 

shopping centre; integration and barriers to social inclusion; purchasing cheap meat, with a group of 

Zimbabwean friends. Section 4 of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999 allows provision of support 

to some ‘refused’ asylum seekers who are destitute. Claimants of Section 4 support receive 

accommodation and a non-cash allowance of £35.39 per week (ASAP 2011). 
119

 Including: Common Grounds Café annual Christmas Dinner, NICRAS, International Meeting 

Point, Belfast Friendship Club, Sudanese Cultural Day, a Saint Vincent de Paul weekly donation-

giving meeting, a Global Kitchen project celebration and an Eid Al-Fitr celebration. 
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The roles of observer-as-participant and participant-as-observer were both 

implemented.
120

 With the former, the researcher is positioned in the social setting but 

with no, or limited involvement in it. This approach was implemented, for example, 

during a one-hour visit to International Meeting Point where observations of the 

premises were made and conversations with the assistant director were recorded. 

Engagement with the many attendees and involvement in activities was minimal. In 

such instances, I, the researcher, was passive and located on the periphery of the 

activities. Within the latter role, the researcher is part of the group being studied. An 

example illustrating this approach is the attendance at a Christmas Day dinner for 

homeless and alone people at Common Grounds Café, where I became fully 

submersed in the environment being studied and actively engaged with fellow dinner 

guests. The unstructured nature of the two aspects of this research method allowed 

for the development of new knowledge, which complemented the other methods 

incorporated in this study. Participant observation allowed research to be gathered on 

participants as they lived out their lives.  

To avoid the human tendency to forget detailed information, mental notes were 

constantly made to allow particular moments to be memorised in preparation for 

recording them at the next available opportunity (see Lofland and Lofland 1995). 

Where possible, snapshot notes were made, usually inconspicuously in private spaces 

to avoid unnecessary attention as this may have affected the natural environment. 

For observations of short duration, the writing of notes took place immediately after 

the occurrence. Fuller notes were then subsequently written-up, usually on the same 

day. Notes generally contained information on conversations, scenes witnessed, 

social interactions, and descriptions of surroundings, feelings and thoughts. 

Conversations were recorded verbatim, when possible. Off the record conversations 

were, of course, not recorded. 

4.3.5.1 The Role of Participant Observer and Informed Consent 

The researcher, as observer, has a responsibility to interpret the world through the 

eyes of the participants, to “attempt to understand their world as they understand it, 

rather than as he [sic] or the outside world might imagine it to be” (Bogdan 1973: 
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 Complete observer, observer-as-participant, participant-as-observer, and complete participant is the 

fourfold typology coined by Gold in 1958 to describe the various roles a researcher engaged in 

participant observation may undertake. 
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303). The researcher, therefore, becomes a methodological tool through which data is 

collected (Evans 1998). “[N]othing special is typically required of the subjects 

except putting up with the observer’s presence and perhaps answering questions that 

wouldn’t arise in the course of normal interaction” (Thorne 1980: 291). Onus is 

placed on the researcher to ensure his or her presence does not distort the natural 

rhyme of occurrences so the observed can simply be themselves. 

All reasonable practicable steps were taken to obtain informed consent (see 4.2.3.5) 

from participants directly involved in participant observation studies. Due to the ad 

hoc nature of this method, however, obtaining informed consent is not always 

possible or, at the very least, easy (Du Toit 1980). Indeed, Du Toit suggests that 

“when the fieldwork starts it is not always possible to get signed forms”; recognising 

that “some part of the fieldwork is disguised” (1980: 282). During particular studies 

where observations were made at public events attended by asylum seekers and 

refugees, consent was not always obtainable. This was the case when there was a 

frequent turnover of people. In such circumstances, participants’ personal details and 

conversations were not recorded per se. Social interactions, general discussions and 

descriptions of surroundings were gathered. Rather than written consent forms, when 

possible, verbal consent was instead asked-for and provided.  

During each participant observation study conducted, with a few public location 

exceptions, participants were aware of the researcher’s role. In some “fleeting 

encounters and public settings” (Throne 1980: 289), when disclosure of researcher 

identity was not feasible, non-disclosure was preserved. Indeed, literature on identity 

disclosure and consent within qualitative research frequently states that concealment 

of the researcher’s identity within participant observation is more acceptable to 

ensure an untainted environment where observations can be made (Thorne 1980; 

Flick 2014). During most encounters and particularly those within private locations 

involving one person or a small group declaration of the researcher’s position was 

stated.  

4.3.5.2 Limitations of Participant Observation 

As with all research methods, participant observation has its shortcomings. 

Fortunately, however, within this study, problems were few and materialised only 

during the practical implementation of the method. “Participant observation is a 
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process of registering, interpreting and recording” (Schwartz and Schwartz 1955: 

343) and a “continuous process of evaluation” (ibid. 1955: 345). Not knowing just 

how much information was enough to record, forgetfulness, especially when 

attempting to quote participants verbatim, and juggling many different thoughts and 

mental notes in my head at one time, were the biggest demands. The collection and 

reporting of findings and systematic analysis and presentation of observational notes 

are issues participant observation researchers face (Becker 1953; Nandhakumar 

1997). With the application of effective operational standards, these issues were 

managed with little difficulty. Having a pen and notepaper at all times and using a 

flexible system of note-recording at every possible opportunity, helped to relieve the 

processing issues, while entering settings with no expectations and a clear mind, 

however difficult, helped with composure and attention to detail.  

A more general and long-standing limitation associated with participant observation 

relates to the presence of the researcher within the environment of study. Schwartz 

and Schwartz (1955) postulate the possibility that the observed will act up or perform 

for the observer, and in effect, ‘produce’ data for the investigator. Furthermore, the 

researcher’s position in the environment of study may distort reality, obscuring the 

natural occurring phenomena under observation. In counter to this limitation, and 

pertinent to this study, my presence at social events and, indeed, within private 

settings involving many asylum seekers and refugees was not unusual. Although 

impossible to rule out, due to the existence of a previous professional relationship 

and familiarity such claims are less probable. Moreover, the social and inclusive 

nature of each of the public events under study legitimated my presence and 

interactions. Given the infrequent use of participant observation in this study, issues 

encountered were significantly lessened. Undoubtedly, when used as a principal 

research method in an unfamiliar environment, limitations may present with greater 

frequency.  

4.4 Analysing the Results 

After all research was conducted, data analysis was undertaken. Data analysis is “the 

process of moving from raw interviews to evidence-based interpretations that are the 

foundations for published reports” (Rubin and Rubin 2005: 201). Data captured was 

classified, compared, weighed and combined “to extract the meaning and 
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implications, to reveal patterns, or to stitch together descriptions of events into a 

coherent narrative” (ibid.). Analysis occurred in two stages: data was transcribed; 

and then it was coded.  

4.4.1 Transcribing Interview Data 

Detailed transcriptions of responses were made to capture a true understanding of 

participants’ realistic past and present experiences. Inclusion of information which 

influenced interpretation of responses such as laughter, gestures of emphasis and 

puzzlement were noted (see Rubin and Rubin 2005). Transcription was mostly 

carried out promptly after data production had taken place. However, in some 

instances this was unachievable, particularly when multiple interviews took place on 

one day or within a short period of time. Although a laborious and time consuming 

process, transcription was completed manually by the researcher. External assistance 

or transcription software was not employed because a manual approach provides a 

greater depth of understanding to what was said during research interviews and focus 

group interviews. Where spoken information was recorded it helped prepare for 

subsequent interviews (see Rubin and Rubin 2005) and improve familiarisation with 

the data (see May 2001). Indeed, manual transcription provided a greater 

understanding of the data and “more control over and ownership of the work” (see 

Saldaña 2009: 22).  

An electronic logbook was kept for the purpose of capturing thoughts and reflections 

generated during and after each research activity, along with feedback presented by 

research participants. These memos played an important role in guiding subsequent 

data production practices and were referred to throughout the study for reflexivity 

purposes.  

4.4.2  Coding Research Data 

After completion of interview and focus group transcription, and when each 

qualitative diary was collected, all participant observation studies were collated and 

memos were assessed, thorough coding and recoding began using discourse analysis 

(see Silverman 2009). Codes are seen as a title which “symbolically assigns a 

summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of 
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language-based or visual data” (Saldaña 2009: 3).
121

 Coding was completed with 

NVivo data analysis software. The use of electronic software proved to be a major 

advantage at this stage of analysis. Faced with vast amounts of transcripts and notes, 

it was decided that using the manual approach to coding would be too time-

consuming. Using NVivo software, however, encouraged an ordered, streamlined 

and time-effective means of systematising research findings. Analytical memos were 

recorded in conjunction with coding and this offered significant benefit, supporting 

the write-up phrase of this study. 

 

Figure 4.2 Streamlined Codes-to-theory Model for Qualitative Inquiry (Saldaña 2009: 12) 

 

Following the use of codes was the development of categories. This stage involved 

the centring of related codes together into distinct groups. Moving from codes to 

categories (to theory) can be “complex and messy” (Saldaña 2009: 12). Reasoning 

for classification into different categories comes from intuition regarding which data 

“look alike” and “feel alike” (Lincoln and Guba 1985, in Saldaña 2009: 9). In 

practice it proved to be an arduous but interesting phase as it took time and focus to 

complete, but the process of revealing findings was also exciting. After this stage of 

analysis, Saldaña explains that “you begin to transcend the ‘reality’ of your data and 

progress toward the thematic, conceptual, and theoretical” (2009: 12).
122

 Figure 4.2 

provides a diagrammatic representation of a streamlined - and ideal - scheme, which 

expresses this progression of stages, albeit in its simplistic form. Figure 4.3 illustrates 

a snapshot of the model in use. 
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 Coding is a complex process. Saldaña asserts, “no one, including myself, can claim final authority 

on the ‘best’ way to code qualitative data” (2009: 2 - Punctuation marks have been adapted). 
122

 Punctuation marks have been adapted. 
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   Figure 4.3 Snapshot of a Proxy Code-to-theory Model in Use
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Clarification and summaries of concepts and themes and the grouping of information 

around events and stories allowed for the recognition of what the codes meant (see 

Rubin and Rubin 2005). Following this, identification of existing patterns and 

linkages between the concepts and themes, and the pooling of alternative versions of 

events helped to form a descriptive narrative. At this final stage of analysis, Rubin 

and Rubin (2005) suggest that the researcher should step back from the process to 

absorb a complete understanding of the broader implications of the findings. This 

insight was accepted. After all data analysis was completed, time away from the 

findings was taken (and enjoyed). The break awarded an opportunity to return with 

fresh eyes, ready to progress forward with an informed write-up.  

4.5  Conclusion 

This chapter has identified the approaches used throughout the research process 

including the choice of research methodologies, ethical considerations, positionality 

and reflexivity. In addition, the four qualitative research methods employed: semi-

structured research interviews, qualitative diary studies, focus group interviews and 

participant observation have been outlined both in terms of their implementation and 

possible shortcomings. The following chapter will examine the historical 

geographies underpinning the migration decisions and the pathways undertaken by 

asylum seekers to arrive eventually in Belfast.
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Chapter Five 

Pre-Migration Circumstances and Migration Pathways 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the pre-migration circumstances of asylum seekers and 

refugees now residing in Northern Ireland. The main focus is the illumination of the 

processes involved in shaping spatial mobilities. The instrumental factors which lead 

to the abandoning of former lives will be analysed. Faced with fear, personal danger, 

and also limiting economic prospects, migration becomes the ultimate strategy in the 

pursuit of safety and prosperity - the latter is acknowledged as not being a criterion 

for asylum. Finding ‘a safe place’ provided most participants in this study with the 

impetus for flight. Thus, this chapter investigates the pragmatic means of spatial 

mobility used by asylum seekers and refugees and identifies the support available 

from personal ‘migrant networks’. Findings are based predominantly on the 

responses of the forty-one research participants who undertook in-depth interviews. 

In addition, a small number of auxiliary interviews and qualitative research diaries 

are used to further inform discussion. This chapter covers spatial mobility from the 

impetus to move to the migration pathways used to arrive in Northern Ireland. 

5.2  Circumstances Endured: Pushed from Home 

The motivation to leave one’s country of origin and seek international protection is 

widely acknowledged as resulting from a violation of human rights (Apodaca 1998). 

Refugees are created by a sovereign state’s inability or failure to guarantee protection 

to all its citizens (Haddad 2008). As Loescher states: “today’s human rights abuses 

are tomorrow’s refugee problems” (1999: 244). Refugees are individuals who have 

fled their homes “due to conditions that exceed those considered ‘normal’ and 

policies formulated in their regard and attitudes towards them will in some cases 

mean the difference between life and death” (Haddad 2008: 1). While a generalised 

one, this concept of a refugee is globally accepted in keeping with the United Nations 

1951 Refugee Convention’s definition as someone who:  

owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 

religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 

opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, and is unable to, or 
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owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that 

country (UNHCR 2011). 

It recognises that ‘home’ is no longer a safe place for people who have fled across 

international borders in search of safety. With reference to asylum seekers and 

refugees in this study,
123

 persecution remains the most predominant reason for 

exiting their country of origin. Whilst of lesser significance, other factors are also 

involved, namely escape from economic instability. Reasons for seeking 

international protection are varied and not always concordant with current definitions 

of refugee status (see Chapter Two). Nonetheless, the migration process for persons 

who claim asylum have a commonality with respect to their vulnerability as 

internationally mobile beings. The concept of ‘mixed migration’ accounts for the 

complex diversity of these migrants who may have been victims of smuggling or 

trafficking, or subject to violence and exploitation or psychological distress and 

trauma. All are constrained by stringent immigration policies upon and after arrival 

at their country of sanctuary (Koser 2012). As Chapter Two presented, the distinction 

between ‘refugee’ and ‘economic migrant’ is frequently blurred (UNHCR 2007: 4). 

The people involved in this study come from a range of countries within Africa and 

Asia and are proportionally reflective of Northern Ireland’s asylum seeker and 

refugee population demographics (see Chapter Four). Despite this geographical 

spread, stories of flight share a range of commonalities. There is one distinct 

exception, however. Abdi’s situation is unique in that a threat to his personal safety 

from his home country occurred while he was resident in Northern Ireland. He is 

classified as a ‘refugee sur place’, a sub-category applied in law to people who 

become eligible to claim asylum due to intervening events which occur after 

departure from their country of origin (UNHCR 2007; Koser 2012). For the majority 

of research participants, the initial impetus to leave home was the need to escape 

immediate danger and vulnerability and seek sanctuary where their life was no 

longer at risk: to find ‘a safe place’. For a minority, migration was initiated in 

response to poverty. Overall, the imposition of insecurity came in many forms. These 

are recognised in this thesis as: political persecution, state non-recognition, gender-

based coercion, and poverty. Each category will now be discussed and exemplified 
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 The research respondents whose contributions inform this thesis are both asylum applicants and 

those who already have had a decision made on their asylum status. 
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using narratives provided by research participants. The following provides a 

discursive empirical foundation from which further analytical discussion will be 

developed. 

5.2.1 Political Persecution, Statelessness and FGM 

Political persecution, as defined here, is the repression of an individual or group for 

political reasons, where enforcement of despotism is sanctioned by the state or 

dominant military regime. The majority of participants interviewed were affected by 

this type of persecution. As a result of their political activity as government 

opposition party supporters, having a minority ethnic identity or by refusing to 

adhere to corrupt government or ruling group orders, their safety was undermined 

and they were forced to flee. In every case the persecutor was either the national 

government or a military faction, which the government could not control. 

Participants spoke of a range of maltreatment, including discrimination, torture and 

imprisonment, acts of violence against them or family members, and sexual abuse. 

Using the experiences of participants prior to exiting, examples of political 

persecution are given in detail. 

Political repression and a resultant concern for personal safety was described by 

Numa who comes from a minority clan in Somalia. In an interview, she retold how 

Al Shabaab, the Islamist militant group, which controlled Mogadishu when she lived 

there, had pressured her to stop selling milk and cleaning houses for Ethiopian army 

members who lived in her area of the national capital. The national army was an ally 

of the Somali Government at this time with a mandate to subdue Al Shabaab’s 

military occupation. Numa ignored the orders and was accused of conspiring against 

Al Shabaab: 

…he [a militant] say ‘you are talking [about] Al Shabaab to Ethiopian 

people…’ Al Shabaab say stop selling your milk and don’t go [to] this area 

or I will kill you. I did not stop because what do I have to feed my 

children. I can’t, you know, just go [to] another place… Al Shabaab are the 

problem. These people who are majority… they have the power, I don’t 

have, that is why I come here [fled].  
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The need for immediate flight was consistently identified by research participants. 

Numa’s narrative highlights the speed at which she had to flee. While attending 

hospital with her sick daughter, she received a call from a cousin who told her:  

‘…today, the Al Shabaab, they want to kill you. They kill another two 

ladies. …please, Al Shabaab he want to come to your house, please, go 

running, you go’. 

(Refused asylum seeker, Somalia) 

When Numa was at home preparing to leave, Al Shabaab militants came to her 

house. She escaped with her children and mother through a back door. Her brother 

remained and was subsequently murdered. Due to the immediate risk to their lives, 

Numa and her remaining family, with limited options, initiated their onward 

movement to Ethiopia. The lack of time in this critical situation was a major factor in 

their subsequent mobility.  

Kaafi’s pre-migration circumstances further emphasise this point. Also born into a 

minority clan in Somalia, he suffered years of fear and imprisonment from the age of 

twelve. Kaafi explained that while growing up his family frequently had to move 

internally to avoid the civic conflict in Somalia, which continued for over two 

decades. He elaborated: 

In my special case, we are from a small clan. So the other big clan, they 

use us. They use our house, our farm, they use us personally. He took us to 

serve them, to work for them, like a slave. ’Cause you cannot do nothing. 

We are from a minority clan, not majority. 

This persecution persisted for many years, firstly by the former Islamic militia, 

Islamic Courts Union, who imprisoned him when a young boy, and then by the Al 

Shabaab militia when they gained power in 2006. Kaafi further explained his 

situation: 

They try to [teach] you the religion by the wrong way. They try to tell you 

we want you to kill people, we want you to bomb and after that you will go 

to paradise and the God will love you if you do that. But it is not easy to do 

that. It is not easy to kill another person. I was one of the people they ask. 

(Refugee, Somalia) 
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Subsequent to his initial incarceration, Kaafi suffered repeated beatings, abduction 

and further imprisonment for refusing to partake in violent acts against the Somali 

government and other citizens. At the age of twenty-eight he was taken before a 

militia-led Islamic court and sentenced to death, accused of being a government spy 

and for refusing to cooperate with Al Shabaab. While being held captive and 

awaiting execution, his family and a sympathetic security guard, orchestrated his 

escape. Kaafi fled immediately with his wife and young child to Ethiopia before 

travelling to Northern Ireland. Leaving Somalia was the only option for survival, 

driven by the inability of the national government to ensure protection. 

Other individuals spoke of personal or family involvement in student-led and public 

protests against oppressive government systems. Such involvement led to threats to 

their lives, which provided the incentive to leave. Police and government agent 

intimidation, false accusations of criminality and threat of incarceration featured 

prominently. For example, Kunaka, from Zimbabwe, described regular beatings from 

the ‘Green Bombers’, the Zanu-PF-sponsored, uniformed, youth gangs with a 

reported reputation for violence (Meldrum 2003). They left him physically scarred 

because of his involvement with the opposition party, Movement for Democratic 

Change (MDC). Furthermore, some participants publically challenged their national 

government and in return were targeted and threatened. One such example was 

provided by husband and wife, Henry and Abigail, from Nigeria. Henry took legal 

action against the Nigerian State for alleged discrimination and institutional fraud. 

Recently married, they went on honeymoon in the UK, optimistic that upon return to 

Nigeria the threat would have dissipated. However, their situation had critically 

worsened. Henry explained that he had no choice but to return to the UK using their 

previously obtained travel visas. They were forced to flee to avoid being 

assassinated.  

Other examples which fall into this category involve individuals faced with political 

instability and include participants who fled Syria as a result of complete destruction 

of their homes and family networks during civil war. Leaving their native country 

was their only means of survival. As identified, the need to leave without time to 

prepare was a common factor in migratory movement. However, urgently fleeing to 

a safe country, often had consequences around unlawful migration and it is this point 

which underpins much of the discussion in this thesis.  
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Other factors also feature in asylum migration narratives. In this research, one is 

presented by Alan, from West Asia, who fled from a life where his citizenship was 

not recognised by the State, and Anna, from Nigeria, who fled for protection against 

female genital mutilation (FGM) and intimidation. Both were stand-alone cases 

within the study population. Alan is defined as an individual with “no legal or 

effective citizenship” (Weissbrodt and Collins 2006: 246) and, therefore, “not 

considered to be a citizen of any state” (Elliott and Segal 2012: 8). Stateless 

existence is the cause of multiple vulnerabilities, both in the original country of 

residence and in destination countries for those who exit. From a legal perspective: 

“In a world of nation states, [stateless people] fall between the cracks” (Fullerton 

2015: 1).
124

 In discussion about his pre-flight experiences, Alan recalled: 

The life there is okay but the situation in our country and why we come 

here and ask for protection is not because we are against the government 

itself. …we [are] not allowed to go to school, just basic reading, writing 

and Qur’an but not normal school, not like state school, you [are] not 

allowed there because you don’t have this paper. Also, no work as you 

don’t have this paper to allow you. Not allowed to go anywhere formal 

with the state. You have to be classified as illegal. You have to do black 

job, people going selling in the street, selling for other people, yeah. …you 

don’t see yourself as a human because you think that your neighbour or 

your friend is the same as you, he [is] born in the country but he has a 

paper to say [he is] this and you are this. 

When asked about this decision to leave, he replied: 

Because of the situation there and being catched [sic] when I work illegal 

and getting warning, ‘don’t let me catch you again’… There is no lawyer, 

no legal system there. Because you don’t exist on paper you don’t go 

through the usual system. I was told that next time could be hard because 

they could also catch my mother, she is a little bit old. So I decided then. 

(Asylum seeker, West Asia) 
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 Fullerton further explains: “More than ten million individuals are stateless in the twenty-first 

century. They live on every continent, yet not one country views them as full members. Without 

citizenship, they lack a legal claim to protection from the nations where they reside. When abroad, 

they lack diplomatic protection” (2015: 1). 
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Alan experienced systematic persecution as a result of statelessness within his own 

country. Protracted oppression drove him to seek refuge in Austria and then the UK.  

Anna, by contrast, experienced a ‘socially’ and ‘culturally’ determined trauma. She 

was forced to leave Nigeria with her daughters because of gender-based coercion, 

and specifically to protect them from ritual FGM. Although the Nigerian 

Government has subsequently announced its intention to outlaw FGM (Topping 

2015), the practice has been widespread historically throughout the country. Many 

women and girls participate in the practice due to pressure to maintain traditional 

cultural customs (Harivandi 2010). After her mother died, Anna encountered 

problems with her fellow-community members. They demanded her three daughters 

be circumcised. Resisting the community’s pressure, her defiance was defined as 

disobeying the “law of the land”. She became a target as a consequence of her refusal 

to follow traditional normative practice. In her own words, she had become “the 

enemy of everybody”. She fled Nigeria to provide safety for her children and to save 

her own life. 

 5.2.2 Poverty, Mistreatment and Economic Betterment 

The categories discussed thus far are commonly recognised within refugee 

narratives. A further category, regarding crossing national borders in pursuit of an 

escape from the constraints of poverty, led six participants to migrate. Their journeys 

in search of economic betterment were complex and involved multiple transit 

countries en route. What follows exemplifies some of the individual challenges and 

experiences that led to an eventual application for asylum. Analysis, here, is 

significant in that it expresses the complexity of migration, were divergent 

imperatives may lead to similar migration pathways and destinations. 

Ahmad and Zitouni left their respective homes, in Sudan and a North African 

country, over twenty years ago in search of work and many years later claimed 

asylum in the UK. Both recounted that border crossing was less restricted then, with 

legal channels of passage available and work permits obtainable. This initial border 

flexibility enabled their movement through many countries before reaching Northern 

Ireland, working continually as they travelled. Both eventually claimed asylum in the 

UK, England and Northern Ireland, respectively, with aspirations of permanent 

settlement and employment eligibility. Ahmad was successful in his application, 
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which enabled lawful access to the labour market and eventual British citizenship. 

Zitouni’s application, on the other hand, was refused leading to subsequent fresh 

asylum applications and occasional undocumented employment in both the Republic 

of Ireland and Northern Ireland. The asylum system offered a potential pathway for 

social protection and residency in the UK. 

The experience of Hicham articulates a different perspective. He fled his North 

African home country aged fifteen years old in a bid to escape a life of insecurity, 

homelessness and abuse at the hands of his father, after hearing stories of other co-

nationals travelling to Europe. He believed Europe would offer an opportunity for 

work, independence and security. Accompanied by a boy befriended before leaving, 

he made the journey across the Mediterranean Sea as a stowaway on a ship before 

clinging to the wheel axle of a lorry, which would take him to England. Apprehended 

by police, he was taken into the care of Social Services and encouraged to claim 

asylum as an unaccompanied minor. He moved to Belfast after his initial application 

for asylum was declined prior to his eighteenth birthday, where he made a fresh 

claim for asylum, not knowing that Northern Ireland was part of the UK. The asylum 

system provided Hicham with state protection when a youth and his subsequent 

application provided a defensive strategy from being returned to a life of poverty and 

domestic instability in North Africa or, indeed, destitution in the UK. 

Chong and Lanhua, both from China, were motivated by poverty and social mobility 

to migrate. Chong explained:
125

  

It is like a culture, we thinking many people go to outside, go to another 

country can get a better life. Because many people in UK or somewhere 

working very hard for maybe five years then get money, getting rich and 

building [a] new house. I hear and see this. 

 (Refused asylum seeker, China) 
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 Chong’s place of origin is Fujian Province, China. Lu et al. (2013: 4) describe emigration within 

this area as a “culture” which has been “increasingly ingrained in local social and economic life”. It 

has “become a status symbol and a strategy for family advancement” (Lu 2013: 4/5; also Pieke et al. 

2004; Liang et al. 2008). The potential of remittances, money and goods, sent back to family members 

is an incentivising prospect which encourages citizens to move to Europe and the United States. 

Interestingly, the “industry of emigration” as referred to by Lu et al. (2013) within specific local areas 

of Fujian, empowers the migration process due to the growing presence of recruiting smugglers, 

‘shady’ visa services, pre-emigration English classes and job-specific training centres. Four Chinese 

asylum people took part in this study; two came from Fujian Province. The State origin of the 

remained two people was not provided. 
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Chong and Lanhua’s migrations were facilitated unlawfully, following a similar 

transit method to that undertaken by the majority of participants who migrated for 

persecution reasons (as discussed later). Chong’s family paid for his travel, which 

was facilitated by a human-smuggling operation and was taken from Hong Kong to 

South Africa where he, with two other Chinese people, remained in hiding for six 

months. During this time, Chong waited in an apartment room and did nothing 

except eat the food provided and sleep. Unaccompanied, he was eventually put on a 

flight to London, England, where he claimed asylum after following advice given by 

his smugglers. Upon arrival, Chong began working in the ‘black economy’ in a 

Chinese restaurant in an effort to accumulate money to repay his parents and create 

the better life he aspired towards.  

Lanhua’s journey was organised by a female trafficker and based on an agreement of 

travel-for-labour. Unable to obtain the appropriate travel documentations 

independently, an irregular route involving air travel with false paperwork was 

pursued as the only viable way for her to enter Europe. Upon arrival in London, she 

was held in indentured servitude for six months to repay the costs of her passage 

from China. She worked in a factory along with other migrants of different 

nationalities. A claim for asylum was made after being allowed to leave the factory. 

Lanhua then gained undocumented employment in the Chinese catering industry in 

London. 

Both Chong and Lanhua, subsequently, travelled from London to Belfast and 

continued their asylum applications. Respectively, they moved to be with a new 

partner and to pursue further employment. As well as illuminating the multifaceted 

nature of certain asylum applicants’ lives through their spatial mobility trajectories, 

Chong and Lanhua’s experiences offer an insight into the conflation between 

smuggling and trafficking. 

5.2.2.1 Trafficking and Exploitation 

Trafficking and smuggling have different definitions in human rights law (Ventrella 

2010). Nonetheless, individuals’ motivations to exit become conflated through the 

routes and means of travel used (Van Hear et al. 2009). The distinction between the 

two phenomena is “often blurred” (Bhabha and Zard 2006: 6), as illustrated by the 

two Chinese cases presented. In both instances the individuals benefitted from 
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gaining entrance into the UK, where they have access to undocumented work and in 

both cases the fee for travel was exploitative, costing thousands of Yuan. However, 

both gave consent for their travel to be illegally facilitated. Lanhua was forced to 

work in order to repay her travel debt, so was she trafficked? She was, after all, 

transported by her facilitator for the purpose of labour exploitation in return for 

travel. Similarly, Chong was taken-advantage-of, by being charged an extortionate 

price to exit China, but does this amount to ‘coercion’? He did have a degree of 

choice but was nonetheless a victim of ‘exploitation’. Implementing a definitive 

distinction between smuggling and trafficking is anything but clear-cut. 

‘Travel-for-labour’ contracts were also used by two other Chinese women, Mei Hua 

and Lily. Flight for them both was necessitated by disputes with the local 

government over land rights. They were frightened by threats issued to them 

individually, and their families, for non-compliance with government orders. Mei 

Hua was taken to Dublin, Ireland, and Lily to Belfast for work. They were compelled 

to work in order to repay their trafficker the accrued travel debt. Both claimed 

asylum in Belfast after becoming pregnant and their subsequent release from bonded 

labour. Asylum seeking delivered a degree of social protection during and after 

pregnancy, which would not have been available to them as undocumented labourers. 

Due to their accounts of pre-flight experience they are categorised in this study as 

persons fleeing political persecution and not persons seeking economic advancement. 

However, a blurring of the line between the two categories is evident. Moving from 

Dublin to Belfast to claim asylum was a conscious decision made by Mei Hua based 

on information obtained from co-nationals, who had suggested social protection 

when pregnant was better under the UK asylum system compared to the Irish system. 

Abject poverty motivated flight for Kate, from Nigeria. Her experiences reflect the 

vulnerability of individuals and families affected by economic disadvantage. After 

Kate’s family agreed she should leave her home to earn money, she became 

entrapped in a sex-trafficking ring in Italy. Migration from Nigeria to Italy is 

recognised as a regular migration channel, and trafficking of humans is common. 

Carling claims: “Italy is host to the second-largest group of Nigerians [second to the 

UK] and is the most important destination for trafficking in persons from Nigeria” 

(2006: 7), and suggests such migration has “helped many families to escape extreme 

poverty” (2006: 8). Kate spoke with both tremendous courage and an eagerness to 
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share her story. She recounted the promise of work by a known “business woman” 

who offered her a way out of destitution through economic prosperity in Europe: 

So, in Nigeria those days, when you hear of abroad, it is a big thing. We 

think we [are] going to get there [and] she is going to put me in work, 

like giving me a job there, giving me money and I can send it to my 

mother and my mother will be living fine. She was the one that did 

everything, passports, everything, travel documents she got them. She 

just came and picked me from the house. 

(Asylum seeker, Nigeria) 

Kate’s experiences took a sinister turn when she was forced by the person she trusted 

into prostitution. She was sent to work in a brothel and informed she must repay the 

debt she incurred by travelling from Nigeria. After being held captive for several 

months, she escaped and eventually reached Dublin where she claimed asylum. 

Following refusal on her application and subsequent years of homelessness in the 

Irish capital city, she crossed the border to Belfast, where another asylum application 

was made. Kate’s experience is tragic and multi-faceted and illustrates the 

complexity of migration for some individuals. 

The narratives of the six individuals in this category represent the personal 

experiences of people who left their origin country because of poverty and 

mistreatment. Hardship encountered along their migratory route and complex 

circumstances in the destination country, coupled with stringent policies on 

international travel, work and social support, resulted in asylum applications being 

made. Seeking asylum facilitated a desire to gain stability and independence, and 

escape vulnerability. Their experiences differ significantly to those of the individuals 

discussed earlier, as their asylum applications were a consequence of experiences 

after leaving their country of origin and not as a result of pre-migration persecution. 

5.3 Unplanned Exile: Individual Experiences 

Leaving behind a familiar life, even one of fear and insecurity, was expressed almost 

universally by participants as a traumatic experience. Departing meant leaving 

behind family, friends, lifestyles and careers and produced feelings of despair and 

regret, while the uncertainty associated with the process of migration to unfamiliar 
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territories created travel vulnerability (see Koser 2000). For those who fled because 

of political instability, persecution and fear, migration was not seen as an option but 

as a necessity for survival, confirming the work of other studies (De Haan 2000, 

2002; Ellis 2003). The pressing need to escape, meant participants were commonly 

unable to plan their journeys, as illustrated by Azizi and Bilal, respectively: 

I did not decide to move, I ran. 

(Refused asylum seeker, East Africa) 

I didn’t dream to be outside of the country I live. I never dream this. 

(Refugee, Somalia) 

For Namatai, who had a professional job and had recently purchased a house, the 

decision to leave was sudden, motivated by concern for herself and her family’s 

safety: 

When everything had gone wrong, and I mean everything HAD gone 

wrong, I had to make big decisions. I tell you, I never worried about the 

house I had just bought. I never worried about anything. I never thought 

they would think of getting to the house and getting everybody. I never 

thought but I knew there was danger. I had seen people who had left, 

people that had been killed, people that had disappeared and I didn’t want 

the same to happen to me. So that is how I left. 

(Refugee, Zimbabwe) 

Economic models of migration (see Chapter Two) simply do not represent the 

majority’s motivations or experiences, however, the significance of family and 

friends is evident in encouraging and even ensuring migration takes place. For 

example, Numa expressed a discussion, which she and her mother had in a refugee 

camp in Ethiopia where her family went after exiting Somalia: 

I talk to my mum and she said, ‘please listen, if you respect me, go’. After 

[I] go maybe me and my children, my daughter and sister come together.  

This was an emotional time for Numa: 
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And I say, ‘it is very hard, I can’t’. I can’t eat for one day because my heart 

it say don’t go from your children. And my children they cry. You know, 

the small one she don’t know where I am going.  

(Refused asylum seeker, Somalia) 

Numa left behind her family, including her young children. She explained that being 

the fittest and most responsible, she was chosen to make the journey from the 

Ethiopian refugee camp. The judgement that one family member would leave for a 

western country and subsequently facilitate the remaining family members’ migration 

at a later stage was a critical motivating factor for exiting.
126

 This point was 

reinforced by other participants whose family were under threat in their home 

environment.
127

 While family involvement in exiting decisions is apparent, it is not 

universal. Some participants made the decision to migrate alone, in isolation from 

family and friends, while others engaged in limited exiting discussions. Indeed, the 

following example illuminates the latter situation.  

Chamai, from Zimbabwe, decided to leave after initially consulting his mother, and 

brother who was in Belfast. He had endured many months of intimidation and threats 

to this life because of his recent, and his brother’s previous, involvement in 

government opposition party advocacy. Emotionally torn between remaining and 

fleeing, he hoped the situation would ease but it did not. He explained:  

I just said to myself at one point, okay... if I don’t do this then what’s next, 

I just wait for someone to come and shoot me, I just wait for someone to 

come and abduct me and just creating a charge against me. So I had to take 

an opportunity to weigh the two, to say, is it better for me to die defending 

myself. Of course I can’t defend myself with a gun, I can’t defend myself 

physically but at least I have the two feet and a mind to run away. 

(Refused asylum seeker, Zimbabwe) 

Chamai further explained that he did not seek help from other sources as he stopped 

trusting people, including his remaining siblings. His experience emphasises the 
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 This endorses the underlying motivation for international migration processes and migrant social 

capital utilisation (Massey 1990; Massey et al. 1993; King and Skeldon 2008). 
127

 In reality, with asylum application limitations, this was not the case for Numa. She has not seen her 

family in over five years and this can only occur when refugee status is granted and family 

reunification is appropriated. 
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importance of accessing migration decision-making advice from family, especially 

those who had travelled previously. However, more generally, individual 

circumstances may negatively impact upon the extent to which migration advice is 

sourced, rendering potential avenues of support, knowledge or advice, unhelpful. 

5.3.1 Intervening Obstacles: Family Left Behind 

The decision to leave home brings with it life-changing challenges.
128

 For the 

majority of participants, the journey from their origin country was undertaken 

without the company of loved ones.
129

 This happened for a variety of reasons. 

Firstly, the underlining problem may have only affected one member of the family, 

therefore, only one person needed to leave. In such cases, if the individual is not 

financially self-sufficient, support is given by other family members, relatives 

abroad, and/or community members (see Chapter Six). Secondly, when a 

groundswell of panic and disorientation threatens security, family members may 

become separated, which leads to lack of communication. Zarah, for instance, 

decided to leave her home in Mogadishu when her entire family were under 

immediate danger from militants: 

My family, they ran out of the house… all my family. And when I came 

back, I came back with nothing. My family had fled and I could not find 

them, in an instant. 

(Asylum seeker, Somalia) 

She later found only her uncle and crossed the border to Ethiopia with him in the 

hope that her family would do the same but they had fled to other parts of Somalia. 

Reluctant to travel further, the uncle remained and Zarah proceeded alone to Europe. 

Thirdly, the cost of international travel can limit how many people travel, as Numa’s 

experience represents. Van Hear (2004), further, identifies that greater financial 

capacity often equates to greater distance travelled, particularly when smugglers are 

used as facilitators of international mobility. In this context, there is “a hierarchy of 
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 Leaving family and friends behind in an effort to reach a secure country was discussed by 

participants as one of the toughest decisions, both emotionally and psychologically. It is one made 

with anguish and fear of what will happen next. 
129

 The migration reasoning of asylum seekers to travel either alone or with family members is not 

comprehensively discussed in contemporary literature. The widely documented exception being that 

which focuses on child migrations, particularly unaccompanied minors (Finch 2005; Bhabha and 

Crock 2007). 
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destinations that can be reached by migrants and asylum seekers”, according to the 

financial resources available to them (2004: 3). Distinctions of wealth come into play 

here. For example, some participants spoke of their desire to go to the United States 

but recognised that, if facilitated by smugglers, it was too expensive. Indeed, few 

participants made the journey from home accompanied by family - four mothers 

travelled with their children, and three with either their spouse, sibling or an uncle - 

because they had the financial capacity to do so. Fourthly, accessibility to means of 

escape shaped its feasibility. Opportunities to exit are initially limited by individuals’ 

access to transportation and visas. However, to overcome restrictive international 

immigration policy and facilitate entrance into Europe, thirty of the forty-one 

participants interviewed utilised human-smugglers (or traffickers). Smugglers are 

known to facilitate migratory journeys when other ways are not possible (Morisson 

and Crosland 2001; Koser and Pinkerton 2002a, 2002b; Khosravi 2007). For 

example, after escaping from his South Asian homeland and reaching India, Dharma 

engaged with illegal travel agents to enable his onward journey. Despite a language 

barrier and limited knowledge of legal processes, but with the financial backing of 

his cousin in Canada, this channel was available to him:  

There [are] travel agents with many people who is doing that business. 

You know people like me, I don’t speak English… I don’t know. If I get 

passport I don’t know how to get visa, I don’t know. Some officer there, 

like travel agent here, we go there… we give them details, we give them 

some money and they do everything.  

(Asylum seeker, South Asia) 

The pursuit of unlawful travel is, therefore, understandable when exiting is 

paramount and legal migration channels are unavailable. Emphasising the balancing 

of risk and potential when contemplating using smugglers, for instance, Jafar, 

explaining his Mediterranean Sea crossing on a smuggler boat, said: 

…all people who have money and want to go… can’t [by] the legal way. 

They don’t get their visa, so they use this way. Two thousand dollars, no 

problem! …maybe they die in the sea, you don’t need a passport for that! 

But it is better than staying. 

(Refugee, Sudan) 
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In summary, the circumstances that arise when people are forced to flee from their 

homes in search of a safe place are complicated by many factors, which can 

determine the separation of families, who stay and who go, and by what means of 

travel they pursue in order to leave. 

The following explores the influence of migration knowledge and migratory 

experience held by participants’ themselves and members of their social circles. 

Understanding the extent of asylum seekers’ prior migration awareness is significant, 

here, as a tool to establish clearer insight into the judgement of migration as a viable 

option. Furthermore, it provides a platform from which to develop analysis of the 

role of social networks within asylum migration and the existence of ‘migrant 

networks’ to Northern Ireland. 

5.4 Prior Migration Knowledge and Experience 

Emigration was a feature of almost all participants’ family, friends or community 

members and centred on movement to neighbouring countries and across continental 

boundaries, including America, Australia, Europe and the Middle East. Participants 

spoke of people they had known, through close personal ties, who had migrated both 

recently and decades previously. However, only five of the forty-one interview 

participants had family members or other close relations residing in the UK prior to 

their arrival. The fact that all five were from Zimbabwe may be explained by the 

colonial history between the two nations (Mbiba 2005). Four of the five had a direct 

social links with Northern Ireland and the other, David, had family ties to England. 

Despite this, however, the UK was not David’s destination of choice; he would have 

preferred to go to Australia, where he had no social connections. David’s experience 

highlights the fact that the existence of transnational social networks (see Chapter 

Two) does not universally dictate destination choice (discussed later in 5.5). 

Some participants knew people who resided in neighbouring countries. Others were 

aware that people had moved from their home area but the destinations remained 

unknown. Nia explains: 

…we used to say, ‘oh I didn’t see so and so, maybe she is in England’, 

because Britain for a long time had roots [in my country] and people used 

to travel for free so there was quite a big population there, it was like a 
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second home… I had heard people had fled but not necessarily to England. 

I just knew people had left.  

(Refugee, East Africa) 

Nia’s example reinforces the point that transnational social networks cannot be 

assumed despite knowledge of prior migration among known people. The point is 

further illustrated by the fact that three participants, shortly after arrival in Northern 

Ireland discovered people they had known from their country of origin. One man was 

unexpectedly reunited with his sister and cousin after being unaware of their 

existence for many years. Others spoke of meeting known new arrivals, such as 

community members and cousins, while residing in Northern Ireland.
130

 In each 

instance, the newer arrival’s presence was not known to the other until chance 

encounters brought them together. The previous migration of family, friends and 

community members has not had an impact on participants’ migratory movements, to 

any significant degree; most notably in relation to destination selection.
131

  

For most participants, previous travel extended only to neighbouring countries for 

social reasons or employment. However, seven had travelled long distances prior to 

applying for asylum: four had spent long periods in either Europe or West Asia 

working or in exploitative-labour; the other three had experienced brief 

intercontinental travel to either New York or London before returning to their 

respective countries. Namatai, from Zimbabwe, for example, had previously 

travelled throughout sub-Saharan Africa and to the United States for work. She 

subsequently left Zimbabwe due to intimidation and threats to her life from 

government forces because of her public human rights activism. The United States 

was her chosen destination and using independent and lawful means, she arranged to 

visit family in Belfast before moving onward to New York, where, aided by her 

professional contacts, she would begin a new life. As with David, having family in 

Belfast did not determine her final destination choice. The United States was chosen 

because it represented the prospect of employment. However, her ambition was not 

realised. She was informed by immigration authorities when in Belfast that to acquire 
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 These findings were presented during both interviews and participant observation, where 

discussion took place at community events. 
131

 The exception, nonetheless, being the four participants with family and community members 

residing in Northern Ireland who did utilise their transnational social ties to pursue their asylum 

destination speciality. 
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international protection she was legally obligated to apply for asylum in Northern 

Ireland, as it was her first country of arrival.
132

  

With the exception of these seven instances, international migration was a new 

phenomenon for the research participants. In addition, Namatai’s experience shows 

that having prior migration experience may have little bearing on eventual migration 

trajectory when the need to flee is motivated by finding a safe country of residence. 

Conversely, it is also important to mention that for participants who had substantial 

experience of Europe or Asia, their prior experiences, combined with information 

gathered during prolonged transit, greatly influenced their onward movement. 

Additionally, Henry and Abigail’s previous vacation in London and the chance to 

return using their existing tourist visa influenced their decision to select London, then 

Belfast, as their asylum destinations.
133

 Conversely, previous travel experience 

proved critical in determination of asylum destination. 

5.5 Migrant Networks: An Introduction to the Northern Ireland Context 

As the importance of transnational social networks has not consistently been found in 

this analysis to facilitate travel and destination choice, the evidence challenges 

theories such as Massey’s (1990) ‘migrant network’ theory. As Chapter Two has 

already illustrated, this is not a new revelation. Nonetheless, it is a significant finding 

when considering contemporary asylum migration and the facility of social networks 

to aid the migration process. The fact that Massey did not have ‘forced’ migrants 

specifically in mind, but ‘migrants’ in the general sense, offers some perspective 

here. So, too, does the circumstances which exist in Northern Ireland as a new 

asylum-seeker-receiving country. As Garip (2008) suggested, the effect of social 

networks, and the social capital they provide, cannot be uniformly accepted across all 

social and political contexts. Firstly, the determination of asylum destination is 

influenced by more than social networks and personal preference. Human-smugglers 

(and traffickers) play a major role in determining migration trajectories to Northern 

Ireland, as is becoming apparent in this study. The majority of the study sample 
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 All asylum claimants are obliged under European Union (EU) law to make their application in the 

first EU country entered into. The instrument in place to frame this process is named the Dublin 

Regulation. It establishes which EU Member State has responsibility for the examination and 

processing of an asylum claim in Europe (ECRE 2015).  
133

 Interestingly, the decision to move to Belfast from London was born out of an interest in seeing the 

birth place of the Titanic ship. With a travel visa and their personal savings, they had the flexibility to 

move around UK. Only when in Belfast did they find out about the opportunity to seek asylum. 
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population had no effective choice in deciding where they ended up after boarding a 

flight, ship, or lorry to enter Europe. The smugglers who facilitated their journeys 

unlawfully, had full control of their client’s fate. Secondly, the limited presence of 

immigrant settlement in Northern Ireland creates a limited existence of ‘migrant 

networks’ reaching back to relevant asylum seeker sending countries. Unlike other 

major UK cities, London, Bradford or Birmingham, for example, where settled 

immigrant communities are well established and global in their reach, the immigrant 

populations in Belfast and elsewhere are both small and relatively new. Indeed, 

asylum seekers only started to arrive two decades ago, and the city only experienced 

any significant increase over the past decade (McNulty 2013). Northern Ireland is, 

thus, in the ‘first generation’ stage of receiving migrants and not capable of 

supporting migration perpetuation, to any significant extent. 

A minority of participants did utilise personal ‘migrant networks’, which stretched 

from their origin country to Northern Ireland. However, when participants were 

asked whether or not they had supported family and friends to migrate to Northern 

Ireland or elsewhere, responses were consistently negative. Not one participant had 

helped facilitate the journey of another to Northern Ireland. Some spoke of having no 

contact with persons in their country of origin, although the majority had maintained 

some communication. Muhammad, from Sudan, told how he had encouraged friends 

and family to join him in Belfast. They were, nevertheless, reluctant, partly due to 

lack of English but mostly because they had no desire to leave Sudan. Alan, from 

West Asia, stated that to be reunited with his family was an unrealistic aspiration: 

All of them, they want to come because of what they feel now but they 

can’t come... I don’t want them to face what I faced, so I said maybe if I 

get my status it will make it easier… if I have something here I can build 

from that easily.  

(Asylum seeker, West Asia) 

Even when participants had been granted refugee status the prospect of supporting 

other people in Northern Ireland was not practically possible as they were still at the 

finding their feet phase of their own settlement.  

Somali refugee, Bilal, stated that he had financially supported his wife to travel from 

Somalia to Ethiopia, where she has remained for two years. Through an application 
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for family reunification, he hoped she could subsequently travel from Ethiopia to 

Northern Ireland legally. Another Somali national, Khaliif, transferred money 

(US$700) to his best friend to help pay a smuggler to get him to Saudi Arabia from 

Somalia. He had previously advised him not to come to Europe but to remain in 

Somalia. He believed that if safety was not an issue, life was easier in their home 

country. Kaafi, another Somali man, also remarked in his interview that, to support 

his family to come to Belfast would be impossible due the difficulty of obtaining 

lawful means of travel and the unpredictability of hiring a smuggler: 

…my family cannot come... He [sic] can’t have visa, he [sic] can’t have 

travel and the people when they running from Somalia, they can’t have 

choice. They [The smugglers] can’t ask you, which country is better, you 

want to come to UK or America, because he can’t tell you. You don’t have 

a choice. First it depends on your money. 

(Refugee, Somalia) 

Not only was migration to Northern Ireland not supported by transnational ties (due 

to their almost universal non-existence), the participants had made no attempt to 

perpetuate further migration among their social networks from home. It should be 

stated, nonetheless, that in some instances, the support provided by close contacts 

who had themselves migrated was invaluable in financing and guiding international 

mobility, particularly when human smugglers were hired (discussed in Chapter Six).  

The literature on chain migration and cumulative causation discussed in Chapter Two 

is not supported by the experiences of asylum seekers in Northern Ireland.
134

 The 

‘critical threshold’ required for such migration perpetuation to occur is a long way 

off in Northern Ireland, where asylum migration is concerned.
135

 Nonetheless, it is 

expected that among the most established communities in Northern Ireland, such as 

the Indian and Chinese communities in their second and third generational stage, this 

phenomena does take place. Although, among the four Chinese people who 

                                                           
134

 The absence of ‘migrant networks’ in Northern Ireland may be explained by the fact that, due to 

Northern Ireland’s short history of immigration and low migrant population, ‘feedback’ channels 

linking Northern Irelands’ immigrants to potential migrants are not yet established.  
135

 For sustained perpetuation of migration and cumulative causation to occur (Myrdal 1957; Massey 

1990; Massey et al. 1994; Massey and Zenteno 1999), a ‘critical threshold’ of social networks must be 

reached, embedded within the country of origin and providing a support package for new migrants 

(Massey et al. 1993). 
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participated in this study, none had ‘migrant networks’ that supported their 

migration. Indeed, it was smugglers and traffickers who facilitated their movement to 

the UK and Ireland. Northern Ireland appears to fit Koser and Pinkerton’s (2002a) 

suggestion that ‘new geographies’ of asylum migrations are emerging where there 

are few pre-existing social networks. Asylum seekers arriving in Northern Ireland 

can, therefore, be regarded as pioneers. 

5.5.1 Migrant Networks to Northern Ireland, England and Ireland 

Five of the forty-one interview participants in this study who provided in-depth 

responces of their migration experiences, had ‘migrant networks’ that facilitated a 

connection to Northern Ireland. Three were family-based networks and one was 

community-based, each existed prior to migration and linked the individuals’ country 

of origin to Northern Ireland. The remaining one originated from a weak tie and was 

developed through a co-national relationship, established during time spent in a 

‘transit’ country (This case involving Jafar will be illustrated later in 5.5.3). 

Additionally, four participants had arrived and lived in the Republic of Ireland before 

moving to Northern Ireland. None of them had previous ‘migrant networks’ that 

linked them to the initial destination and subsequently only one participant, Mei Hua, 

from China, had social networks that linked to Northern Ireland.
136

 Her networks had 

been established through cross-border friendships developed after she arrived in 

Dublin. Northern Ireland is where she made her initial application for asylum. The 

others three participants were forced to move because of what they described as the 

harsh reality of life as an asylum claimant in the Republic Ireland.
137

 Relocation to 

Northern Ireland happened after their initial asylum claim was made and refused.  

Nine other participants had arrived in England, either directly from their homelands 

or a neighbouring country, before travelling on to Northern Ireland. Three had 

‘migrant networks’ in place prior to their arrival in London. Percy, who moved to 

stay with his brother in Belfast, had a sister in London with whom he stayed, for one 

day, before continuing his onward journey to Northern Ireland.
138

 Zaynab, who 

travelled via a smuggler network with her uncle, was received by her uncle’s 

                                                           
136

 Their move was, consequently, a direct violation of the Dublin Regulation (ECRE 2015). 
137

 The Irish policy on Direct Provision for asylum seekers has been criticised vigorously on grounds 

of denial of human rights and adequate housing (Breen 2008), child poverty (Fanning and Veale 

2004), neglect of health and social needs and implementation of restrictive rules (NASC 2015).  
138

 Percy is included as one of the five participants with ‘migrant network’ links to Northern Ireland.  
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Somalian friend in London. Dharma, had a pre-arranged support itinerary organised 

by a cousin in Canada, which utilised non-national friendship connections in the 

English capital. The other six participants had no prior migrant connections available 

to them upon arrival.  

Each of the remaining participants in this study, accounting of a majority of the study 

population, arrived in Northern Ireland without ‘migrant networks’ in place. These 

findings correspond with existing analysis of the movement of asylum seekers to the 

UK (Koser and Pinkerton 2002a, 2002b) and highlights the ‘spontaneous’ nature of 

asylum migration (Collyer 2005). This finding further illuminates the view that the 

geography of asylum migration has shifted over time (King 1993).
139

 Relationships 

of weaker (also commercial) ties are shown to replace the personal support networks 

traditionally experienced by previous generations of migrants. Human-smugglers and 

the networks they operate within, and stricter immigration controls have combined to 

create new geographical destinations, which typically would not be within asylum 

seekers’ reach (see below and Chapter Six for further analysis).  

 5.5.2 Choice and Destination 

The ‘pioneering’ explanation discussed is sustained by literature examining the 

destination of asylum seekers, which highlights the lack of choice available to them 

(Brink and Pasariboe 1993; Barsky 1994; Havinga and Böcker 1999; Koser and 

Pinkerton 2002a; Robinson and Seagrott 2002; Koser and Gilbert 2006; 

Zimmermann 2009; Crawley 2010). Based on studies of asylum seekers in Belgium, 

the Netherlands, and the UK, Havinga and Böcker suggest that the “choice of 

country of asylum is not a conscious, rational choice by the asylum-seeker and 

certainly is not based on the comparison of the advantages and disadvantages of 

various options” (1999: 49). This conclusion is reinforced by the majority of 

respondents in this study, who said that their actual country of destination was not 

significant. Indeed, regarding the few participants who planned travel to Northern 

Ireland, this move was not motivated by the country itself, but by the people they 

knew who lived there.  

                                                           
139

 The focus of using previously accredited sociological theories to understand asylum seeker 

mobility and spatial trajectories across international borders must, therefore, be viewed differently 

(Koser 1997; Böcker and Havinga 1998; Havinga and Böcker 1999; Collyer 2005, 2006). The lack of 

personal social networks used in this Northern Ireland case reinforces this conclusion. 
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As most journeys in this study were facilitated by smugglers, destination decisions 

were made almost universally by the smuggler. Awareness of Northern Ireland was 

consistently non-existent among those whose arrival was unplanned. Many 

participants had heard of England, some of Ireland, most of the UK, but not its 

constituent ‘nations’. The UK was known through BBC World Service radio, 

Premier League football, the British monarchy and past colonial linkages. The 

Republic of Ireland was known by some participants but only in association with 

Catholic missionaries and its colonial relationship with the UK. Chamai, from 

Zimbabwe, explained the difficulty associated with Northern Ireland, geo-politically: 

It is confusing. Especially when you are in Zimbabwe, the only thing you 

know is United Kingdom, Britain, England, those three things are the 

same. Even when I tell someone in Zimbabwe I am in Northern Ireland 

they will say, ‘okay how is it in Ireland?’ Even if I explain it is part of UK 

they will still say, ‘how is Ireland?’ >laugh<. 

(Refused asylum seeker, Zimbabwe) 

Furthermore, the city of Belfast had not been heard of, as Anna, jokingly states:  

I have not in my life heard of Belfast. I am not a geographer, I am afraid 

>laugh<. I have heard of Dublin. Heard of UK, London but didn’t know 

about Northern Ireland. I had heard of America, US, things like that… 

(Discretionary Leave to Remain, Nigeria) 

The reality of asylum migration to Northern Ireland clearly indicates knowledge of 

Northern Ireland or life in the UK was not known. Destination by ‘chance’ (Crawley 

2010) appears to provide a more accurate description of asylum seekers’ spatial 

mobility, especially for those who are smuggled.  

5.5.3 Jafar’s Migration Trajectory to Northern Ireland 

In a small number of cases, advice and information which influenced final 

destinations was provided while in transit countries. For instance, Jafar, a Sudanese 

man who fled his country because of political aggravation, went to Libya where he 

spent two years working and saving money before journeying onward to Europe. 

Undetected by coastal border patrols, he reached Sicily, Italy, on a smuggler boat and 

met a friend from his home village at a pre-arranged point. His friend, a fellow tribal 
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member, had previously claimed asylum in Italy. Jafar was given shelter and met 

with other Sudanese men who provided invaluable advice about claiming asylum in 

Europe. He had wanted to go to America but soon realised the logistical difficulties 

involved. They advised him not to remain in Italy because the situation for asylum 

seekers had become poor with inadequate social support. The UK was discussed as 

being the best place to claim asylum: 

Okay, from what I heard already, all the people say about the other 

countries, Italy, Spain, you can’t make anything, I mean you can’t do 

nothing, even if you work, you can’t go that far… no… what I heard 

already from people in Sicily, they were telling me. 

When asked about knowledge of the asylum system in the UK, Jafar stated: 

Absolutely, what I hear make me want to come here. I heard it is 

extremely different than Union Europia [sic], for example in Union 

Europia [sic] my home mate told me, absolutely… maybe if they identify 

you as a refugee, maybe, emh… if you don’t have work they help you… I 

mean, some countries like Norway and Sweden they might give you 

benefit because you are refugee, most of the countries they give you 

papers and are like, see you! You can’t start from zero alone by yourself, 

it is very difficult, no way in my opinion, no way… that’s why UK is 

best. 

Jafar used information sourced through people met along his migration route to make 

a decision on where in Europe to claim asylum. The information he received about 

life in Western European countries encouraged the pursuit of the UK as his 

destination. He also stated that his knowledge of English language was a significant 

factor, however, access to financial assistance - state benefits - and the capacity to 

integrate were the most positive and determining influences that he had been told 

about.
140

  

Jafar further explained the perception of the UK he gained while growing up in Sudan 

and in Libya and the reality he experienced once settled. His distinct mobility 

illustrates just how influential information obtained from source and transit countries 

can be in determining migration destinations: 
                                                           
140

 Jafar is the only participant to state an awareness of the UK benefit systems. 
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Jafar: Absolutely, I have another idea and when I came here, completely 

different. For instance, when you in Africa we have the media, I think 

everything is easy. But honestly you have to work hard everywhere, I 

think… even in the UK, if you don’t work then you can’t get what you 

want. But in Africa, you think you will be rich there, you will be so much 

fine.  

Brendan: So your view in Sudan was that the UK is easy and you will 

make money and all?  

Jafar: Absolutely, but you come here and you find out no, you have to 

work… The media affect the people and the people think this is 

absolutely true but it is not. Even the citizen in Britain they have to work 

really hard and pay tax, you understand me. It is not easy… 

Brendan: You heard about the UK in Sudan and Libya, then you were 

influenced by your friend in Sicily, then you found out for yourself.  

Jafar: Yes, three different levels. 

(Refugee, Sudan) 

Once he left Sudan, Jafar had the opportunity to gather specific information in 

preparation for onward travel to Northern Ireland.
141

 Air travel to Dublin from Italy 

was made possible by using a falsified ‘refugee’ passport provided by one of the 

Sudanese men he had met.
142

 Jafar described how the passport allowed entry into 

Ireland, some other European countries but not the UK directly. He had obtained 

knowledge of the Schengen Agreement. Having previously attempted the same 

journey, Jafar’s co-tribal friend in Italy knew what had to done to complete the trip 

successfully. Furthermore, his friend provided details of another Sudanese man 

already living in Belfast who would support his entry in to Northern Ireland. 

After two days in Italy, Jafar’s onward passage to Dublin was facilitated by the 

Sudanese men he had met. In the Irish capital, he telephoned the Belfast-based man 
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 The luxury of time was not, however, available to everyone, hence the variation in migration 

trajectories which are identified in Chapter Six. 
142

 A ‘refugee’ passport, or a 1951 Convention travel document, is a travel document issued to a 

refugee, after successful acceptance by a state of his or her asylum application, where refugee 

protection has been granted. It enables the named refugee to travel outside the state in which they 

currently reside.  
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who advised him to travel northwards by bus, a method that gained him entry into 

Northern Ireland (the UK). The Belfast-based man undertook to assist Jafar on 

arrival on account of their co-national alliance and mutual friend. Jafar’s onward 

travel to Northern Ireland to claim asylum is an example of strategic planning, which 

was based on his acquired knowledge of European asylum laws, gained initially in 

Libya and confirmed during his short stay in Italy. He was aware that if stopped by 

immigration control in either Sicily or Dublin he would have to claim asylum there, 

which would entail providing fingerprints and his plan to enter UK would be 

thwarted. He considers himself “lucky” to not get “caught” by immigration officers.  

Jafar’s experience highlights the role of social capital in aiding migration and the 

influence of ‘bounded solidarity’ among group membership (Portes 1998). Co-

national, or specifically co-tribal, identity is an evident factor that enabled his 

international spatial mobility. The illumination of Jafar’s case is significant in this 

thesis as it represents the journeys of a small minority of study participants, although, 

more so, it characterises the significant influence social networks can have in 

supporting asylum seekers’ migrations to particular destinations, when time spent in 

transit countries are involved. The crucial information collected in ‘the transit phase’ 

also illustrates the dynamic nature of current asylum-seeker movements illustrated by 

Koser and Pinkerton (2002a) and reinforces Schapendonk’s definition of migration 

as “a process of continuous movements and temporal or semi-temporal settlements” 

(2008: 130). However, in conclusion, Jafar’s experience was not typical among the 

asylum seekers and refugees in Northern Ireland. While he may have chosen the UK 

based upon a particular perception of it and orchestrated a migration path based on 

his social networks, among other participants such examples are few. Indeed, the 

opportunity to select an asylum country based on advantageous perception is 

evidenced by Robinson and Segrott (2002) as an exceptional occurrence. They also 

emphasise the pertinence to leaving for a safe location rather than a specific location.  

5.6 Migration Pathways: A Summary 

Approximately half of the participants’ migrations began with the crossing of their 

own national border to a neighbouring country; depicting a strategy of removal from 

immediate danger before the facilitation of intercontinental migration. For those 

whose lives were in danger prior to migration, in some cases, international spatial 
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mobility was preceded by internal migration to evade threatening encounters. In 

order to leave and reach their final destination in Northern Ireland, aeroplanes were 

the most common mode of travel. Ships, boats, lorries, vans and cars were also used 

to some degree; with some journeys involving a variety of means of transport 

depending on the specific needs of their travel trajectories and transition stages. Due 

to the geographical remoteness of Northern Ireland and, indeed the UK, the 

prominence of air travel is unsurprising.  

For some participants, transport arranged by smugglers involved travelling in the 

company of strangers also availing of assisted exit. This occurred when smugglers 

moved people along one route at the same time. Such group movements included 

being stowed away in cars and illegally transported across international borders on 

cargo ships, and in lorries and vans on passenger ships. Rarely, multiple-person 

smuggling also involved aeroplane flights. In other instances, during land and sea 

travel, asylum seekers were collected en route, or told to disembark along the way. 

This resulted in not everyone always reaching the same destination. For example, 

Azizi left East Africa in a metal container on a cargo ship and was accompanied by 

three women and one man who were unknown to him. Towards the end of his four-

month journey, the women were dropped off before reaching Belfast. Azizi explains 

the situation and his perceived gender-based reasoning for the smugglers’ actions:  

Azizi: The other ones came off at the first stop so it took me probably 

another twenty-four or twenty-seven hours before getting to Belfast.  

Brendan: So why did they get off and you didn’t?  

Azizi: That is what I don’t know. He [Smuggler] told me to stay. The 

women came out. Me and the man stayed in all the way here [to Belfast]… 

The women were supposed to come off… maybe, I don’t know, because it 

is easier for women, in any chance, anywhere in Europe to survive. But it 

is so so hard for men to survive. So based on the gender maybe there is a 

different drop off for men.  

(Refused asylum seeker, East Africa) 

Furthermore, two participants, Jafar and Dalmar, crossed the Mediterranean Sea in, 

reportedly, ramshackle smuggler boats; one with approximately forty and the other 
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with one hundred and twenty other people. They were bound for Sicily and 

Lampedusa, respectively, during mass exiting from Libya. Their journeys were both 

complicated by intimidation and additional monetary demands from on-board 

smugglers, failed GPS technology and fear of drowning.
143

 Their sea journeys 

rendered them particularly vulnerable and reflect the risks taken by asylum seekers 

(‘migrants’) in attempting to enter Europe to seek international protection. 

Table 5.1 (below) provides a breakdown of each participant’s migratory journey 

from their home or neighbouring country and the transport used along the route. 

Journeys fully or partly facilitated by smugglers or traffickers are identified in a 

separate column and account for thirty-two of forty-one (78%) participants. As 

previous discussion explained, the use of smugglers was critical in facilitating 

migration to Europe. Without them, migration was perceived to be impossible. The 

table provides an overview of the transit means used by the study population and 

highlights the multifaceted experience of asylum migration to specific destinations, 

before eventually arriving in Northern Ireland. It is designed to augment the previous 

discussions on asylum migration by collating participants’ journeys, identifying 

commonalities and also illuminating crucial aspects which will be discussed in 

Chapter Six. 

Journeys from country of origin or a neighbouring country directly (travel which did 

not involve a substantial period of time in a third country) to Northern Ireland were 

undertaken by forty-one percent (17) of participants. Twelve percent (5) arrived in 

Dublin, Ireland, and then proceeded immediately into Northern Ireland. Seven 

percent (3) arrived in Dublin directly, remained for between eighteen months to 

seven years, before migrating to Northern Ireland. Twenty-four percent (10) arrived 

in England directly, eight of whom stayed for between one day and one year. After 

leaving their country of origin, fifteen percent (6) of participants spent extended 

periods of time in other countries prior to their arrival in England (5) or Ireland (1), 

before moving to Northern Ireland. 
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 Although not facilitated by smugglers, Hicham, by contrast, travelled on the axle of a lorry in an 

England-bound ship with a younger boy he had befriended at his port of departure. Hicham’s young 

companion wanted to go to Spain to work and support his family. They both made the dangerous 

journey without being illegally-assisted. It was their only option as money to finance their movement 

was not available. 
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Table 5.1 Migratory Journeys and Transportation Use 
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David (Zimbabwe) South Africa X X

Abhi (S. Asia) South Asian home X

Azizi (E. Africa) East African home X X

Mehmoud (Syria) Turkey X X

Jennifer (Zimbabwe) Zimbabwe X X

Numa (Somalia) Ethiopia X X

Bilal (Somalia) Somalia X X

Adnan (Syria) Turkey X X

Muhammad (Sudan) Sudan X X X

Nia (E. Africa) East African home X X

Namatai (Zimbabwe) Zimbabwe X

Kaafi (Somalia) Ethiopia X X

Kozo (W. Africa) Neighbour country X X

Susan (W. Asia) Turkey X X X

Louise (W. Asia) Turkey X X X

Anna (Nigeria) Nigeria X X

Jafar (Sudan) Libya to Italy (2 days) X X X X

Chamai (Zimbabwe) South Africa X X X

Nora (W. Asia) Turkey X X X

Dawit (Ethiopia) Kenya X X X

Khaliif (Somalia) Kenya to Holland (2 days) X X X

Zarah (Somalia) Ethiopia X X
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Percy (Zimbabwe) Zimbabwe X

Hicham (N. Africa) North African home X

Kunaka (Zimbabwe) Zimbabwe X

Dharma (S. Asia) India X X

Henry (Nigeria) Nigeria X

Abigail (Nigeria) Nigeria X

Arif (S. Asia) South Asian home X

Zaynab (Somalia) Kenya to Europe (2 days) X X

Lanhua (China) China X X

Lily (China) China X X

Zitouni (N. Africa)
Libya - Italy - France - Spain    

- England - Ireland
X X

Dalmar (Somalia)
W. Asia - E. Africa - Europe 

(multiple) - England 
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Alan (W. Asia) W. Asia - Austria - England X X X
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Combining the figures that correspond to arrival in Northern Ireland directly with 

those of arrival to Northern Ireland immediately after coming to Dublin, findings 

show that Northern Ireland was the initial destination country for the over half of the 

participants (fifty-three percent). The decision to travel to Northern Ireland was made 

by the remaining participants after an initial period of time spent in another country 

or UK region. Continued migration was influenced by a number of reasons, 

including: romantic relationships, employment opportunities, and the pursuit of a 

fresh asylum claim in a new jurisdiction. This finding is relevant to discussion that 

follows in the subsequent two chapters. Additionally, intermediary transit through 

Dublin airport, Ireland, to get to Northern Ireland is an interesting finding from this 

research. This is especially relevant as the participants involved travelled to 

destinations of their smugglers choice, indicating specific intention behind smugglers 

actions in using Dublin, Ireland, as an entry point to Northern Ireland (the UK).  

By focusing on the temporal and spatial mobility only of those who embarked upon 

extended migration routes, one discovery is that these six participants have each 

experienced multiple relocations and long-term fixity in one or more international 

location, before reaching Northern Ireland. Two journeys were motivated by the 

pursuit of economic opportunities across Europe, and across the Middle East and 

Europe, respectively. The participants forged their own way independently and 

eventually arrived in Northern Ireland. The remaining four participants, however, 

were subject to non-independent migrations, framed in scenarios of hardship, 

unpredictability and trafficking.  

To illuminate, after fleeing Somalia, Dalmar’s migratory movement included 

extensive travel in the Middle East, throughout East Africa and cyclical movements 

of deportations in Europe when searching for a place of sanctuary. After leaving his 

home in China, Chong followed a cultural norm of his countryside home and 

migrated “to look for a new life”. He endured six months of imprisonment in the 

room of an apartment in South Africa, at the hands of the men who smuggled him, 

before finally being sent via aeroplane to London where he claimed asylum. Two 

years later he flew to Belfast for work. Kate, from Nigeria, introduced previously, 

was deceived by a local woman who, it transpired, was a human-trafficker and 

endured torture and forced prostitution for several months in Italy. Her escape was 

via a back-street abortion clinic, which she was forced to attend to terminate a 
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pregnancy. Kate was found in immense distress by a holidaying family who took her 

to Dublin in their car, where she claimed asylum and lived for seven years. 

Eventually, in desperation, she left Dublin and arrived in Belfast but initially did not 

know that she had entered another jurisdiction. Once she discovered this, she claimed 

asylum for a second time.  

Similarly, Alan’s migration route entailed distress and forced servitude. After leaving 

a stateless existence in West Asia and flying to Austria to claim asylum, he found 

himself in a world of coercion and indentured labour. Homeless and without 

international protection in Vienna, after his application was refused, he accepted the 

offer of shelter-for-work from a stranger. What he actually received was five years of 

imprisonment and “slavery”. Alan was later assisted by his keeper’s wife to escape. 

Smuggled to England overland in a lorry, he made a second claim for asylum. After a 

year he then moved to Belfast. These multiple relocations exemplify the vulnerability 

of migration for those unable to facilitate their own independent movement. They 

also illustrate the complex range of migration trajectories involving numerous 

mobilities beyond a simplistic notion of point-of-arrival and point-of-destination. 

5.7 Conclusion 

Understanding why and how people migrate provides insight into global structural 

inequalities and disadvantage. Reasons for migration vary for different people over 

space and time (Samers 2010). Wide-ranging influences, involving multiple 

processes, frequently lead to divergent outcomes. The motivations for people to leave 

their country of origin and cross international borders are both complex and diverse. 

Consequently, the notion of the inappropriateness of a single migration definition is 

strongly reinforced (Brettell and Hollifield 2008).  

To summarise, this chapter identified and contextualised the movements of people 

who sought sanctuary beyond their national borders and arrived in Northern Ireland. 

While narratives of fear and persecution were dominant, other motivations for 

departure, including poverty and economic vulnerability, were also articulated within 

the context of asylum seeking. Some participants experienced exploitation during 

transit or after arrival in their initial country of destination. Such vulnerability led to 

a secondary asylum pathway, in some instances, as this international protection 

legislation provided a facility for security. 
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Counter to the thesis of Massey and others (Massey 1990; Massey et al. 1993), 

‘migrant networks’ did not play a strong or consistent role in migration destination 

decision-making. Destination selection was made, for the greater part, by illegal 

travel agents and human-smugglers/traffickers. As the findings indicate, absence of 

‘migrant networks’, combined with restrictive international migration policies and 

changing contexts, force people moving in haste to engage in unlawful practices to 

facilitate international spatial mobility. Given contemporary restrictive migration 

legislation and increasing physical blockading of border crossings, which the notion 

of ‘Fortress Europe’ represents, migrant social networks would still be only of 

limited use, where they to exist for all asylum seekers. As Collyer states, policy has 

“altered the social capital equation such that support is now much less forthcoming” 

(2006: 714). Strong ties are consequently rendered irrelevant, whereas ‘weak’ ties, in 

the form of criminal facilitators of migration, become most relevant in the pursuit of 

entry into Europe. As a result, the people concerned find themselves in new and 

unknown destinations where personal social networks do not exist. Travel agents and 

smugglers become “critical determinants” of destinations reached (Robinson and 

Segrott 2002: 19). Asylum seekers are rendered vulnerable as a consequence, with no 

or partial, social support to call upon in their new destinations (see Chapter Seven). 

Having only recently become a post-conflict territory, Northern Ireland has, to date, 

experienced low numbers of asylum applications or, indeed, immigrants in general. 

With asylum seekers only beginning to arrive in increasing numbers over a decade 

ago, asylum is still a novelty in the country. A consequence of the combination of 

such a short period of immigration and Northern Ireland being a country of low 

population density is a resultant limited capacity to develop ‘migrant networks’, 

which link people in Northern Ireland to anticipatory asylum seekers in their origin 

countries. Few participants had social networks that directly linked them to Northern 

Ireland (and the UK) and were able to benefit from the migrant social capital accrued 

from them to facilitate their destination choice. Social networks linking individuals 

with other countries, pre-migration, were limited. Most of those who had 

transnational networks were unable to access the social capital potential within them. 

Generally, participants’ prior knowledge of migration among known Others in their 

social circles was narrow, as was the degree of personal migration experiences 

preceding their own journeys for asylum. Migration support was not universally 
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available within a migrant social network framework. Therefore, ‘migrant networks’ 

served only a limited function in supporting international movement to Northern 

Ireland. 

Developing upon the findings presented here, Chapter Six will provide further and 

focused discussion of social networks. It will examine the type of support received 

prior to, and during, participant’s exit from their country of origin. Particular 

attention will be paid to the ‘strength’ of social ties and the substantial role illegal 

travel agents and human-smugglers play in facilitating asylum migration. Although 

‘migrant networks’ are of limited value, social networks of support during certain 

stages of individuals’ migration trajectories are particularly significant, 

predominantly during exit planning.
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Chapter Six 

Networks of Spatial Mobility 

6.1  Introduction 

This chapter discursively analyses the experiences of asylum seekers and refugees 

prior to exiting their origin countries. It uses their international spatial mobility as a 

means of understanding the influence of social networks in the asylum migration 

process. Support from family and community members, and sympathetic outsiders, 

to a lesser degree, significantly impacts upon individuals’ spatial mobility 

experiences. They received assistance in many forms and sourced this help both 

locally and internationally. Some social networks, nonetheless, were more influential 

than others. As Chapter Five established, where migrant networks had limited reach, 

new ‘weak’ (commercial) social ties came into existence. These, predominantly, 

involved illegal travel agents and human-smugglers who enabled passage across 

international borders and between continents. The findings represent the complexity 

and multifaceted nature of asylum migrations, which incorporate a diverse range of 

social networks, emphasising that social support sources and type are varied by 

context. Given the proliferation of smuggler operations in response to harsher and 

more stringent international border controls, understanding the workings of these 

weak ties and how smugglers conduct their ‘business’ is important. 

Chapter Five provided an overview of individuals’ migration trajectories and this 

chapter develops these in more detail. This important phase of asylum migration is 

not widely analysed in academic literature, particularly the processes which led to 

engagement with smugglers and their actions during transit to the destination 

country. Despite being a pressing political issue, it remains rather under-researched 

“with scattered and incomplete information available” (European Migration Network 

2015: 10). The ‘knowledge lacuna’ will be filled (within the scope of a PhD study) 

by the ethnographic results produced, enriching our understanding of the processes 

which govern and facilitate the spatial mobility of asylum seekers. In particular, the 

role of smuggler networks, smuggler-migrant relations and destination country 

selection will be explored. The discussion will provide insight into an individual 

geographical destination, Northern Ireland, with reference to time and context and 
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the ‘business’ of smuggling. Throughout this chapter the terms ‘agent’ (or ‘travel 

agent’) and ‘smuggler’ will be used interchangeably to reflect participant usage.
144

 

Examination of social networks is fundamental to this discussion, particularly with 

regard to the initiation of spatial movement across international borders, exiting-

preparation processes, and human-smugglers as agents who facilitate migration. 

Transit mobilities will be assessed, with an emphasis on asylum seekers’ interactions 

with their smugglers both prior to migration and en route to their asylum destination. 

While a focus on place and places within migration is essential, the capturing of the 

embodied experiences and actual movement practices of these vulnerable, mobile 

subjects is also significant. This will enable more nuanced accounts of the reality of 

asylum migrations, capture the experiences of movement and not just the movement 

itself (Cresswell 2006). The lived experiences of asylum migration are discovered 

using material from in-depth interview conversations with asylum seekers and 

refugees currently residing in Northern Ireland.  

6.2 Anticipating Migration: Exit Strategy Initiation  

Understanding pre-migration is important to this study. Phillips (2013) illustrates 

how past lived experiences and transit places encountered en route to asylum 

seekers’ destinations help shape a new identity when resettled and this study contains 

evidence to support Philips’ argument.
145

 However, building a comprehensive 

understanding of pre-migration, following on from what was uncovered in Chapter 

Five, is an integral starting point from which to explain how Northern Ireland 

became the country of asylum and residence for the study population. By focusing on 

this specific context, the significance of social networks and their influence regarding 

exiting strategies and migration itself will be illustrated.  

The discussion which follows provides an overview of the social capital used by 

asylum seekers and refugees, now living in Northern Ireland, prior to migration from 

their origin country. The role of social networks which enabled exiting will be 
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 Generally defined by the research participants, an agent is the first point of contact in most 

smuggling cases, they take payment and arrange travel documentation and, although not exclusively, 

do not travel with the asylum seeker. A smuggler, on the other hand, is generally defined as a person 

who accompanies the asylum seeker on the migratory journey or participates in the actual movement 

in some way. However, the two roles crossover continually and participants used both terms 

interchangeably. 
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 Phillips (2013) discusses pre-migration of South Sudanese refugees resettled in Australia. 
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examined and analysis focusing on the ‘strength’ of social ties within this process 

will be provided (Granovetter 1973, 1981). The ‘strength’ of social ties perspective 

provides an analytical framework from which to assess the usefulness of social 

networks. Chapter Five identified the importance of family involvement in the 

decision-making process when leaving home in pursuit of safety and a new life 

abroad. The family will also provide the starting point here, followed by a discussion 

of the role of fellow-community members.  

6.2.1    Facilitating Migration: The Role of Family Networks 

Migration has for a long time been acknowledged as a ‘social product’, resulting 

from decisions made not by individuals or economic and political constraints alone 

but by a combination of factors (Boyd 1989). Social networks are widely identified 

as having a significant role in both migration initiation and perpetuation (Massey 

1990; Massey et al. 1994; Massey and Zenteno 1999; see Chapter Two). 

Nonetheless, as Chapter Five suggested, ‘social network’ theory cannot be wholly 

accepted when interpreting asylum migration. Where pre-migration mobility is 

orchestrated, asylum migration analysis provides some interesting insights into the 

role of social networks. Family members were crucial in practically initiating the 

migration of participants from their country of origin. However, their help was short-

lived and mainly only supported the initial stage of the migratory journey, not its 

entirety. Support came in many forms, including financial, logistical, emotional and 

informational. This is relevant for both those facing personal persecution and those 

migrating in search of economic advancement.  

It is trust which binds family members together and ensures faith in accepting 

support for migration. This closeness is representative of the relationship of 

commitment perspective articulated by Fischer et al. (1977), which recognises the 

power of familiarity through regular contact and high intimacy, typical of families. 

Family, and friends, are typically most willing to voluntarily aid their loved-ones in 

times of crisis. Putnam’s (1993, 2000) identification of trust and honesty in creating 

and sustaining social networks is useful here. He asserts that thick trust is associated 

with strong social networks where an unwritten contract of generalised reciprocity 

holds the relationships together (ibid.). It is this social contract which provides the 

commitment to help other network members while not necessarily expecting 
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anything immediately in return (Putnam 1993; see also Schaik 2002; Plickert et al. 

2007). 

Retelling the decision to flee her West Asian country during a precarious time of 

personal insecurity, Nora discusses such commitment and the earnest directive of her 

brother:  

My brother… he say, ‘you have to go from here’. And I tell him, ‘where I 

go?’ I can’t... And my brother he said, ‘okay I make paper for you… and 

you have to leave… and you have to go [to] Turkey. After Turkey you 

have to go Europi’. I tell him I can’t because I never travel alone and I 

never live alone. And he said, ‘if you die what will you do?’  

(Refugee, West Asia) 

Nora’s brother not only encouraged her to leave, he provided emotional support and 

advice that enabled her movement to Turkey and onward. He paid for and arranged a 

smuggler to facilitate her cross-border movement. How he knew how to do this is 

unknown.
146

 Similar accounts of exit-facilitation were provided by other participants, 

particularly in relation to providing access to illegal travel agents/smugglers. Indeed, 

many participants said they had no input into travel arrangements as family members 

accepted this responsibility. The role of family and other strong tie members in 

initiating migration is not new to the literature. Their significance, however, in both 

asylum migration and asylum seekers’ agency in negotiating their own journeys, is 

less well developed. Bilger et al. (2006) suggest consideration of risk, expenses and 

reputation all inform asylum seekers’ choice of smuggler. Here, however, 

participants selecting their own smuggler was not universally evidenced. The 

experience of David prior to leaving Zimbabwe reveals one example of the lack of 

knowledge about exiting arrangements. He was not aware his mother had planned an 

escape because of her concern for his safety: 

Brendan: You mentioned about the agent. How did you establish contact 

with the agent?  

David: It was my parents who organised everything …’cause I didn’t 

know what was happening. My mum told me that they had arranged with 
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 Exemplified cases to follow do offer insight into contact making with travel agents and smugglers.  
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an agent to take me out… They arranged with [the] agent to organise 

papers for me because I didn’t have [a] passport then. 

Brendan: Do you know how they would have met the agent or would 

have known about the agent?  

David: I have no idea. That’s what they just told me… it was just a 

moment, it wasn’t that long, they just arrange to take you out to a place of 

safety.  

(Refused asylum seeker, Zimbabwe) 

As a result of being kept in the dark, individuals’ role in negotiating their own travel 

arrangements was restricted. The majority of participants were not aware how their 

families made contact with smugglers. This is significant as it illustrates the removal 

of the asylum seekers themselves, and their agency, from the negotiation process, 

and presents the family as the main decision-makers in pre-migration exiting 

strategies.  

The actions of Nora and David’s family members, consistent with others’ 

experiences, reflect what Rose et al. (1998) refer to as a ‘protected community’. It is 

seen in the closed nature of family bonds between individuals acting to ‘protect’ and, 

in these cases, offer migratory assistance, most evident in times of critical need. The 

functional characteristic of social networks is strongly apparent here as emotional 

support and instrumental aid are provided for the individuals in crisis. As such, these 

strong social ties produce both physical and non-physical migration resources 

(Pescosolido 2006). Access to specific support is a lifeline for people escaping 

precarious situations. Furthermore, findings also show that the few participants who 

travelled via lawful means also received similar familial support.  

In addition, each participant who moved internally to escape immediate danger had 

family at hand to facilitate their movement. Azizi’s experience is representative of 

the type of support provided by family members. His particular experience highlights 

the utility of social networks and the positive and constructive ends which they can 

achieve. Analysing social capital in this specific context, Azizi was able to secure 

benefit from his strong personal relationship with his mother and the social networks 

she possessed (see Lin 2005). The power of the support made available to Azizi 
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when he needed it most, derived from the structure and content of this one particular 

familial relationship. The goodwill and solidarity, information, influence and 

guidance provided by his mother were invaluable resources (see Adler and Kwon 

2002). Azizi’s social networks and the diversity of his mother’s, combined with her 

financial support and his tribal membership, enabled his escape to Northern Ireland 

as a stowaway. The following is a detailed summary of his experience. 

6.2.1.1 Azizi’s Internal Migration 

A strong relationship between Azizi and his mother provided the impetus for her 

involvement in both his internal migration and eventual escape from his native 

country in East Africa. Azizi was forced to flee his home as a result of a threat to his 

life issued by government officials. In his late teens he, unwittingly, became 

embroiled in a presidential voting scandal and consequently was being coerced into 

joining a militia group to fight against a minority tribe. As the result of possessing 

knowledge of vote-rigging and refusing to engage in combat, he was targeted as a 

security risk by the acting government. One of his friends in the same position was 

killed and Azizi’s reaction upon hearing this news was to flee. His mother provided 

support crucial to his escape. Without the social capital from this strong social tie, he 

acknowledged that he would not have known how to deal practically or 

psychologically with the immediate situation. She further arranged his travel to, and 

stay in hiding at, his aunt’s house in a neighbouring town, where he remained for 

four months until tracked by police. Avoided capture he following his mother’s 

advice and with her financial backing, he fled to a coastal town, assumed a different 

name and a new identity. Months passed and he obtained casual work cleaning buses.  

A visit from his mother inadvertently revealed his location via the pattern of her bank 

withdrawals. He was apprehended by local police and taken to a nearby police station 

where he waited for removal to the national capital to be sentenced as “a terrorist”. At 

this critical time, his mother intervened. She bribed the arresting-officer and utilised 

relevant ‘social capital’ to facilitate Azizi’s escape. He described the situation: 

Luckily enough the policeman, that one who ended up catching me was 

[from my tribe]. My mum made a lot of phone calls through friends and 

finally got one man through a neighbour. He had lived beside me and 

grew up to be a big man in the government. He ended up the chief officer, 
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port authority. He talked to my mum and he came to know who she 

was… And I was on a ship now heading to nowhere.
147

 

Disguised as a Muslim woman with his body and face concealed, Azizi was taken out 

of the station by a policeman and escorted on to a cargo ship. He did not know where 

he was going and was not involved in making any of the arrangements:  

My mum told me you don’t have to worry about anything, just go and be 

safe.  

(Refused asylum seeker, East Africa) 

Azizi was smuggled in a metal container, which had been specifically adapted to stow 

people. It had a toilet and a heating system and could be opened for fresh air. He 

regularly received food - biscuits - and bottled water. His journey to Belfast took 

approximately four months and was paid for by his mother. He travelled 

undocumented with four other smuggled people in the same container. Azizi does not 

know why Belfast, specifically, was his destination.  

Study of internal migration within academic literature typically frames it within 

economic terms (referenced in Chapter Two) and, therefore, offers little illumination 

of the ‘forced’ situation experienced by Azizi. Here, migration was arranged by a 

family member and based on a trusting and loving relationship. Trust is a defining 

element of the relationship of commitment perspective (Fischer et al. 1977, also 

Fukuyama 1995; Coleman 1998). Within social relationships it is a powerful 

resource which provides the confidence “that others will do what they say they will 

do… an essential element of all human interactions” (Zadek and Ahmad 2009: 643). 

Consequently, tapping into the social capital that Azizi’s mother’s social networks 

afforded saved him from an uncertain fate. Tribal affinity with the arresting officer 

combined with the intervention of his mother’s acquaintance allowed Azizi to 

escape.  

In Putnam’s (2000) analysis of social capital, he claimed that such capital may be 

attained when the people involved have a particular affinity with a social group, even 

if it is with people they had not previously met. This proved to be the case with 
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Azizi. Moreover, his experience also substantiates Bourdieu’s (1986) definition of 

social capital as membership of a group that forms the basis of solidarity. This 

example echoes other accounts of internal migration prior to leaving, where family 

were the most prominent source of support. The role of transnational family and kin 

support in achieving a similar outcome during the pre-migration phase will now be 

discussed. 

          6.2.1.2 Transnational Family and Kin Assistance 

Family and kinship networks characterised by a geographic spread across various 

countries are commonly referred to as transnational ties (Chavez 1992; Staring 2004). 

They usually consist of individuals who know each other personally and have a 

relational embeddedness which consolidates their membership into a close network 

(Portes 1995). Migration assistance provided by family residing internationally had 

significant influence in directly facilitating asylum migrations for one quarter of the 

sample group. Not included in this cohort are the individuals discussed in Chapter 

Five who utilised social capital made available through ‘migrant networks’ in 

Northern Ireland. While the presence of a transnational family was influential for 

destination decision-making for that group (see Chapter Five), they were not the 

provider of direct pre-migration assistance. The only exception was Chamai whose 

brother, who resides in Belfast with refugee status, facilitated his meeting with 

human-smugglers in Zimbabwe. Also excluded are those who did not have ‘migrant 

networks’, transnational families or otherwise in place but had legal and financial 

assurance and capacity to migrate. With direct access to lawful means of migration, 

they were able and eligible to access a passport and visa for independent travel and 

pursue a ‘regular’ migration, which required minimal pre-migration assistance.  

Financial assistance was a significant factor in the enablement of participants’ travel. 

The capacity to cover the cost of migration is a determining factor in the probability 

of all migrants achieving international spatial mobility.
148

 In eight of the nine cases 
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 In addition, smuggling costs can be seen to have a real impact on an asylum seeker’s migration 

pathway and destination. While Koser (2013) suggests: “The cost of migrant smuggling can be 

adjusted to the depth of your pockets”, a smuggled asylum seeker’s eventual destination is positively 

correlated with the amount of money available to spend on their migration (Robinson and Segrott 

2002; Van Hear 2004). Illegal travel facilitation is a lucrative ‘business’ for smugglers and usually an 

immense expense for their clients (Koser 2008, 2011). Significantly, the assertion by Khosravi that 

“[a] few hundred dollars could change the destination from one continent to another” (2007: 329), was 

also borne out by the experiences of participants in this study. 
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relevant to this discussion, money was sent either directly to the participant or to an 

illegal travel agent to pay for ‘irregular’ passage to Europe. Money was also provided 

to fund bribery payments, cross-border smuggling to neighbouring countries, living 

arrangements and subsistence in the interim period before final travel co-ordination 

had been made. Kaafi’s experiences illustrate this.  

Kaafi was able to escape with his wife and son from Somalia because of the financial 

support provided by aunts, uncles and relatives from the UK and other European 

countries, the United States and Dubai. The support was co-ordinated by his mother, 

who also gathered money from her social contacts with fellow-tribe members, 

including the local tribal leader. Kaafi was in prison where he was awaiting 

execution, but by using the donated money and assistance from a local shopkeeper 

with contacts to a prison guard, an escape from prison was co-ordinated. Kaafi and 

his family were smuggled across the Ethiopian border. A five-month stay in a border 

village, inhabited mostly by Somali migrants, was also financed. His aunt in the 

United States arranged an “America agent”
149

 who organised their onward travel 

using false travel documents. At Kaafi’s aunt’s request, the agent was also enlisted to 

take them to a market to purchase new clothing and to provide “pocket money”. All 

their support needs were taken care of by the agent, who later escorted them via 

aeroplane to Northern Ireland. On another note, Kaafi had multiple sources of social 

capital to call upon from across the globe, but his experience was the exception rather 

than the norm. As illustrated in Chapter Five, most participants in this study’s cohort 

had few international social ties.  

While financial assistance given by external family members to those preparing to 

seek a new life is an invaluable asset, more than monetary provision was often also 

provided. An externally-located family member was frequently the contact person 

between an agent and the anticipatory asylum seeker. They became an intermediary 

for information-transfer about the logistics of proposed arrangements and, 

importantly, guidance on required travel behaviour (rehearsed travel behaviour will 

be discussed later). For example, Chamai paid for his own travel to Northern Ireland, 

but it was his brother in Belfast who provided encouragement to leave. Faced with 

similar political persecution, Chamai’s brother had left and claimed asylum in 
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Northern Ireland some years previously. It was this brother who initiated contact with 

the smuggler group who provided Chamai’s passage. The same smuggler group 

facilitated both their journeys.  

Furthermore, external close tie relations frequently encouraged migration. Upon 

arrival with her uncle in Ethiopia after fleeing the Somalian capital, Zarah established 

contact with his children who lived in the United States. They persuaded Zarah to 

make an attempt to travel to the United States via an agent/smuggler and when 

located there, they proposed she could remove her own family from danger:  

…when we came to Ethiopia, he [uncle] called them [uncle’s children] 

and told them we were in Ethiopia. They sent us some money from 

America to Ethiopia and they tell him to look any chance I can move out 

of that place… they told me and encourage me… if you move you will 

start to help me and my family and my big family [relatives]… he [uncle] 

start to look for me an agent and that agent give us direction to move. 

(Asylum seeker, Somalia) 

Arrangements were made with an agent for her onward travel.
150

 Similarly with 

Kozo, from West Africa, it was his ex-girlfriend in the United States who encouraged 

him to leave for a neighbouring country where arrangements could then be made to 

ensure his safe onward departure to Europe. Indeed, Kozo explained that at that 

particular time, dealing with the murder of his brother and stress around his ‘forced’ 

departure, he was not capable of making such preparations himself. The capacity to 

utilise transnational contacts during migration-preparation was instrumental to 

achieving a quick exit. In each such case, it was the readily-available financial and 

emotional support from translational family members, which ensured effective 

migration occurred.  

In summary, transnational family and kin assistance was particularly useful in a 

number of ways during pre-migration to enable asylum seekers to leave. For example, 

financial provision was the most common source of support. It secured interim 

protection both prior to and during illegal travel facilitated by smugglers. Despite the 
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 Subsequently, when smuggled out of Ethiopia, she was taken to Dublin, Ireland, and not the United 
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geographical distance separating transnational network members, the external support 

which was made available demonstrates the significance of strong ties regardless of 

physical space. Additionally, smuggler negotiations about destination selection were 

commonly undertaken by transnational family and kin members. However, with the 

exception of Chamai, agreed destinations were not arrived at (as discussed in Chapter 

Five). Regardless, both in-country and transnational strong ties play a key part in the 

realisation of asylum migration. Community-based networks are also important for 

achieving similar outcomes and these will now be discussed. 

6.2.2  Facilitating Migration: The Role of Community-based Networks 

It is well established that being part of a community
151

 or social group united by 

honesty and trust provides benefits for its members (Coleman 1982; Putnam 1993). 

The impetus for ‘social gains’ within a community extends from the notion of 

membership and the contract of generalized reciprocity (from Putnam 1993, 2000). 

This is reflected in the narratives of some asylum seekers.
152

 For example, Jafar’s 

travel was facilitated by his community-based networks, which facilitated his exit 

from Sudan and subsequent movement to Libya and then Europe. Tribal membership 

and the organised collective assistance of his community created the densely 

networked social space in which he existed (see Portes 1995). ‘Hata’ provided 

money which enabled him to flee to Libya for initial safety and evade threats to his 

life imposed by rebel forces in his area. The situation of flight arose because of 

involvement by Jafar and his brother in opposition politics. Jafar explained ‘hata’ as 

a system of mutual and collective support where tribal members contribute 

financially or through donations of livestock or valuable items to a central fund. It 

provides a source of collective protection and economic survival for its members. 

Jafar was able to draw upon the social capital produced by his tribal community 

network. After remaining temporarily with family who had previously fled, he lived 

and worked independently before making the journey to Italy across the 

Mediterranean Sea on a smuggler boat. Jafar described how he had consulted a 
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 The word ‘community’ is defined here, in a general sense, as relating to persons who share 

common relational features, such as ethnicity, tribal identity or neighbourhood. 
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 The illustrated experiences of Azizi, Kaafi, Chamai and Kunaka previously discussed highlighted 

assistance from neighbourhood community members as well as family members. 
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fellow-tribesman before departing and was advised to bypass the travel agent and 

deal directly with the boat owner. He explained why he was given specific advice: 

…he don’t want me to pass through [the agent]. Because in Sudan it is 

like, people from my home, they will help me more than others.  

(Refugee, Sudan) 

This advice enabled Jafar to travel to Italy at a reduced cost. Jafar’s entire experience 

was representative of ‘bounded solidarity’, which presents as group-orientated 

behaviour and support based on a shared ethnic identity (Portes and Sensenbrenner 

1993; Portes 1998). Furthermore, shared identity created an obligation to offer 

assistance and a perceived expectation that assistance would be given (Coleman 

1988). ‘Reciprocity of exchanges’ was the instrumental force that motivated the 

information-transaction between the two men (see Portes and Sensenbrenner 1993; 

Portes 1998).
153

 A similar culture of assistance was identified by Zarah, when 

recounting the emotional and material support received from Somali people she had 

met in an Ethiopian settlement location after fleeing from Somalia. She explained: 

…they were there and always they help; some they were citizens. They 

know we were Somali and it is our culture to help each other...  

(Asylum seeker, Somalia) 

Similarly, Mehmoud, fleeing from civil unrest in Syria, suggested why unknown co-

nationals assisted him during his overland migratory journey to Turkey:  

…people help you because they know you are [running] away… 

Sometimes you have to pay money, yeah, and sometimes there is friendly 

people… They come to help you, give you food, give you money, just 

because you are a runaway from the war, because maybe you speak the 

same language, because you have trouble, you are poor…You want to 

help somebody, you don’t ask them anything, you just want to help.  

(Asylum seeker, Syria) 
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 This occurrence was reinforced by Jafar’s comment that being from the same tribe meant an 

automatic mutual responsibility to assist. 
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As found with family and kin social networks, community-based ties feature in the 

pre-migration phase of asylum migration narratives, although to a lesser extent. This 

further exemplifies the significance of strong ties for providing immediate migration 

support. The ‘bounded solidarity’ which generates this support is evidenced in the 

same manner as family ties in the period prior to exiting. However, during passage on 

the initial migration route, as illustrated by Jafar, Zarah and Mehmoud, community 

networks, particularly co-ethnic ones, provide a form of security based on in-group 

membership. The provision of informational, emotional and material resources from 

community members effectively enables the continuation of asylum seekers’ journeys 

to asylum. 

        6.2.3    Pre-migration Agency: Independently Accessed Support 

In a minority of cases participants used their own initiative to facilitate ‘irregular’ 

flight proceedings without reliance on familial or community ties, mostly by 

establishing contact with smugglers directly. Paradoxically, this scenario is the one 

most discussed in the smuggler-migrant literature. For example, when Jennifer, from 

Zimbabwe, decided to leave, agents were readily available locally to “take people out 

of the country”. She explained: 

Two weeks, you just pay the money and wait… They come to your 

house. They were very clever, they were everywhere. But now I don’t 

think they are there. Then they were there because everyone was 

disappearing, everybody was leaving Zimbabwe. 

(Refused asylum seeker, Zimbabwe) 

Travel agents had offices which were easily accessed and they could arrange travel 

promptly. Indeed, with each associated case, direct links were made possible because 

of accessibility to agents and their smugger networks.  

Other examples of non-reliance on strong ties account for information gathered and 

decisions made in transit countries. For example, when Mehmoud was in Turkey, on 

the second leg of his migratory journey, he independently sought guidance from 

other, unknown migrants - weak ties - about the value and trustworthiness of 

particular smugglers. After negotiating a price and waiting three weeks for travel 

documents to be organised he was taken to Northern Ireland. Both Jennifer and 
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Mehmoud’s experiences reinforce the view that while strong ties are integral to the 

implementation of asylum migration strategies, not all migrations rely solely on them 

for success. An additional conclusion is that planning asylum migration is both 

diverse and complex when social networks are concerned (see Papastergiadis 2000; 

Sales 2007; Anderson and Blinder 2012; Fassin 2012). Context is central to any 

analysis of the value and extent of social networks utilised in the process. 

Taking this point one step further and focusing briefly on ‘transit’ countries, 

Zitouni’s experiences illustrate this complexity and reinforce the importance of weak 

ties for some people’s migration journey. His migration began almost three decades 

ago. With no family or kin relations to call upon he was assisted by unknown people 

in his effort to migrate across North Africa en route to Libya from his native country. 

He independently met people along the way who could facilitate his multiple border-

crossings. He did not refer to these facilitators as smugglers or agents, but “mafia”. 

They autonomously assisted cross border movement at a price, operating a “black 

market” service in lorries (see Khosravi 2007 for similar discussion).
154

 In Libya he 

stayed nine months before crossing into Europe. Referring to his time in Libya, he 

stated:  

When you go to Libya you see all world there, Moroccan, Algerian, 

Tunisian and we are talking. We know everything… There are people 

who have experience, been to Italy and back with stuff, selling in Libya 

and back again to Italy. Some people [who were] refused [entry to Italy] 

give everything, information on why he was refused, why this, this, you 

know everything… 

(Refused asylum seeker, North Africa) 

Zitouni met new people, both non-co-nationals and co-nationals who provided vital 

information about dealing with immigration checks and entering Italy.
155

 Libya as a 

place of transit and the connections he made there were crucial to his onward travel. 
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 Zitouni spoke of running away from police upon apprehension at border crossings and hiding in 

jeeps to avoid detection in the desert. For one-hundred US dollars he was escorted across one border 

by a tradesman, who warned he could accompany him but must take responsibility for himself should 

he get caught. Also, after working for a short time in a petrol station he was remunerated with a free 

crossing to Libya, taken by the station manager. 
155

 Along with information on how best to deal with immigration officers, Zitouni was advised to 

pretend he was traveling to Rome for a holiday and to have enough cash to support this pretence.  
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Indeed, as discussed in Chapter Five, ‘the transit phase’ proved to be highly 

influential in determination of migration destination (Schapendonk 2008).  

The earlier case of Jafar is also representative of this scenario. Engaging with co-

nationals, and the guidance and false travel documentation obtained, secured Jafar’s 

eventual entry to his desired destination (the UK, via Northern Ireland). In this sense, 

transit countries are recognised as provisional destinations situated outside of 

‘migrant networks’. The positioning of transit countries within the migration 

trajectory unsettle any easy linear explanation of movement from origin to 

destination. Such examples confirm Koser and Pinkerton’s (2002a) observation that 

the ‘new geographies’ of asylum migration need to acknowledge the role of transit 

countries and their significance in facilitating onward travel. The evidence from this 

study, illustrating sojourner migration trajectories suggests that asylum seekers 

migration may, indeed, involve a series of ‘steps’ across a range of different countries 

(Samers 2010) and incorporate weak non-commercial social ties as well as strong 

community-based social ties. 

What the discussion so far has revealed is an almost universal recurrence of strong tie 

support during the pre-migration stage. In a few exceptional cases, arrangements can 

be made independently when accessibility to travel agents is not a barrier, as 

Jennifer’s example illustrates. Furthermore, the effectiveness of weak ties is also 

evident in the absence of strong network support. Conversely, time spent during ‘the 

transit phase’ of migration offers a different perspective and one discussed widely 

among recent migration literature (see Chapter Two). Through this series of ‘step’ 

migrations it is evident that indiscriminate social ties of both a strong and weak 

nature significantly impact asylum seekers’ onward migration trajectories.  

A further conclusion from the above analysis is based on the observation that in each 

case concerning pre-migration where family, kin and community ties were involved, 

an end-point was reached when such ties became redundant. Weak commercial social 

ties incorporating human-smugglers are then required in order to facilitate 

intercontinental migration to countries where asylum could be sought. It is this 

contention which will be illuminated next.  
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6.3    Facilitating Asylum Migration 

The control of human-smuggling and trafficking is continually being strengthened as 

border control measures and co-operation between border control agencies increase 

(Ventrella 2010). Since virtually all means of legal travel to Europe are closed for a 

large number of the global population, an increase of clandestine and ‘irregular’ 

migration is expected as ‘migrants’ continue to find alternative ways to enter. 

Furthermore, claims for political asylum made by people who would have migrated 

as workers when such economic-determined migration was permitted can also be 

anticipated (Hayter 2000). Restricted access to legal immigration systems results in 

illicit travel agents and human-smugglers being frequently utilised to enable 

international migration. They provide spatial mobility to people who lack the 

necessary capacity to pursue channels of migration independently and legally 

(Massey et al. 1998). The safety of vulnerable persons fleeing human rights abuses in 

their native country is consequently further threatened. Despite its prevalence, an 

information lacuna remains regarding relationships between smugglers and their 

clients during migration trajectories. Empirical research into this is important to gain 

awareness of the logistical measures taken by both actors to avoid detection and offer 

insight into how illegal operations are carried out. Despite its importance it is 

typically difficult to research due to the barriers of access and disclosure of sensitive 

information that confront researchers. Drawing exclusively on the narratives of 

asylum seekers and refugees who were smuggled, this study’s findings present a 

lived and subjective perspective. The following offers a novel interpretation of 

human-smuggling as a weak social tie resource pursued by asylum seekers (or more 

so their families) when strong tie resources reach a point of ineffectiveness.  

6.3.1    On the Move: Smugglers 

Human-smugglers and traffickers facilitated the international spatial mobility for 

thirty-two of the forty-one participants. The other nine participants entered Europe 

independently, eight of them travelling by lawful means.
156

 Discussion, here, will 

concentrate on those who used smugglers to facilitate transcontinental migration. 

Twenty-three travelled by aeroplane, and all but four were accompanied by a 
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 One participant, Hicham, from North Africa, stowed away on a ship which arrived in England 

(discussed in Chapter Five). His entry was unsolicited, ‘irregular’ and independently co-ordinated. 
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smuggler. The remaining nine travelled by ship, lorry or boat
157

 and were 

accompanied by a smuggler.
158

  

Recent literature has provided a comprehensive overview of the use of human-

smugglers in facilitating migration for certain members of the global population 

(Koser 1998; Salt 2000; Koser and Pickerton 2002a; Bilger et al. 2006; van Liempt 

and Doomernik 2006; Khosravi 2007, 2010).
159

 Recognised here as weak 

commercial ties, relationships with smugglers are based almost solely on ‘business’ 

transactions and are short-term and demand-driven in nature. The influence of such 

weak tie connections, in light of the inadequacy of strong tie networks, will now be 

analysed. Participants’ experiences during their international movement will be 

illustrated as an ethnography and include directions pre- and during- flight, social 

interaction during transit, and participants’ perception of their facilitators. A number 

of themes emerge from the operationalisation of the movement-facilitation process. 

These include pre-departure dialogue, movement performativity and transactions on 

embarkations. 

     6.3.2    Pre-departure Dialogue 

In preparation for exiting to Europe, most participants engaged in dialogue with their 

smugglers to discuss their journeys. Such discussions took place either during brief 

encounters at the departure point (airport, for example), during several planned 

meetings on the build-up to leaving or while in hiding in secluded locations awaiting 

movement direction. Placed in a situation of limited control, their vulnerability is 

evident. Uncertainty and anticipation of travel, concern for their lives placed in the 

hands of strangers who require remuneration for their illegal endeavours and fear for 
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 Means of travel is illustrated in detail in Chapter Five: Table 5.1. Travel by boat refers to 

movement across the Mediterranean Sea. 
158

 These participants were not only accompanied by their facilitators but by other people: persons 

migrating ‘irregularly’ and also persons not. For example, travelling via lorry and ship from Turkey to 

Belfast, Northern Ireland, Louise and Susan, stated the agent who made the journey possible did not 

travel but the lorry driver was complicit in the arrangements and knew they were stowed inside. He 

brought them food and stopped at service stations for toilet use. During their journey a “black” man 

entered the lorry, who was also smuggled. A further example being the two men who travelled across 

the Mediterranean Sea from Libya to Italy, Jafar and Dalmar, who were accompanied by multiple 

other people seeking similar ‘irregular’ entry into Europe. 
159

 This study does not seek to argue the organisational structures of smuggler networks or the models 

within which they operate. See UNODC (2011) for a typology of actors involved in a range of roles in 

the human smuggling process. 
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the future was universally articulated. To illustrate this, an account provided by 

Chamai, from Zimbabwe, regarding his thoughts before departure is presented: 

…it is funny now, but at that time I had no option whatsoever …and I had 

to pay them to take me into South Africa. One of those guys drove me 

into South Africa... I couldn’t take public transport; they couldn’t risk 

taking me in public transport. Because they wanted to work under the 

radar from those Zanu-PF guys. 

But you know, it is just a matter of getting on with it. This is how far it 

has gone now. This is what you have chosen and you now have no option. 

And the moment you talk to the first person the process starts going, you 

have nothing else to think about, you have no other options. Sometimes 

the moment you pay your first money that is where your mind is. You are 

that vulnerable whatever they say that is what you are going to do. And 

they said that you are going to be with us for five days. I stayed with them 

for five days in a house, in one of the small suburbs in Harare.  

When I left Zimbabwe the guy said you just say you will be in Ireland for 

a week… The guys in Zimbabwe said they have sorted everything; the 

money you gave us will sort getting [you] into Northern Ireland.  

(Refused asylum seeker, Zimbabwe) 

Chamai’s experience typifies the power balance between the asylum seeker and the 

smuggler at this critical moment. Asylum seekers’ lack of negotiating power and 

acceptance of orders given are emphasised. Indeed, in some cases a request for 

additional payment for travel was made by the smuggler. For example, both Jafar and 

Dalmar, who crossed the Mediterranean Sea on smuggler boats, were required to pay 

more money after boarding or risk being returned to their departure point in Libya to 

face police arrest. This strategy was often used when asylum seekers were at their 

most vulnerable and without alternative options. In other instances, such as Kaafi’s, 

from Somalia, with no scope for negotiation and coerced to pay four times the 

original price for airborne travel, he was told the additional expense would ensure 

being taken to “the best place… where people can live well”. For another participant, 
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X,
160

 a last moment price hike had immense consequences. Unable to pay the higher 

cost, her husband was forced to remain in Sudan while she fled on a ship with their 

children.  

There is, however, one exception in this study regarding pre-migration negotiations 

with a smuggler. Subsequent to his release from imprisonment at an Austrian 

farmstead, where he had stayed for five years after leaving his West Asian country 

(illustrated in Chapter Five), Alan was given destination options, a negotiable price 

and travel guidance by the agent. He was explicitly informed of the opportunities 

available to him. Alan explained the situation: 

I went to [the] capital and met this guy. He told me we are not sending 

people home; ‘we only send people around Europe’. He said, ‘where do 

you want?’ I said, ‘I don’t care just somewhere’. He said, ‘the best place 

in Europe is probably the UK or Sweden or Scandinavia but if you want 

my advice go to UK it is the best one now’. He said 1500 (Euro). I said, 

‘look I don’t even have 1000 to give as I want to keep some money’. He 

said ‘okay, 800’. He took and put me in a truck from Vienna to UK.  

(Asylum seeker, West Asia) 

Research on asylum migration to the UK by Robinson and Segrott’s suggests that 

“the interaction between agent and asylum-seeker was relatively equal in nature” 

(2002: 25). They make reference to destination decision-making and asylum seekers’ 

ability to pay. This is in stark contrast with the smugglers’ control over their clients, 

almost universally evidenced in this study. While their behaviour may be described 

as ‘entrepreneur-like’ (UNODC 2011), the unethical dimension must be strongly 

acknowledged. Smugglers not only circumvent legal requirements but also 

effectively use corruption (and deceit and threats) for their economic gain 

(Aranowitz 2001). They have the capacity to exploit their clients’ vulnerability and 

to use the prevailing market forces to their advantage.
161

 In this sense, asylum 
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A self-chosen pseudonym of a female asylum seeker from Sudan. 
161

 Smugglers are readily described as capitalists operating within an exploitative and lucrative 

market. Pastore et al. (2006), nonetheless, suggest limitations exist within price requesting. They 

suggest that prices must be lower than the actual cost of independent travel and purchasing a legal 

visa, and lower than the expected costs of organising forged documents or a fake marriage. Therefore, 

the price is constrained by practicable competition. Although a logical interpretation of the economy 
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seekers are seen as ‘products’ with limited agency while smugglers are 

‘entrepreneurs’, despite their actions being illegal (Herman 2006). The power 

imbalance in the commercial negotiations within these weak networks becomes very 

obvious and reflects the helplessness and inability of asylum seekers to use their own 

agency once migration proceedings have commenced. The findings would suggest 

these ties are based on exploitation and are wholly unscrupulous. 

          6.3.2.1 Destination Questioning 

Given the uncertainty and secretiveness surrounding travel arrangements, questions 

about destinations were asked by participants both prior to departure and during 

transit. Typically, responses from smugglers did not reveal specific answers but 

made general reference to ‘a safe place’. This is a common theme within asylum 

migration literature. Current research suggests that smugglers may not reveal 

destinations as they do not know where they are going. Khosravi asserts: “The choice 

of destination was rarely as it was intended and designed. An ‘illegal’ journey is, 

after all, arbitrary. Sometimes the migrants end up in a country just coincidentally” 

(2007: 329).
162

 Smugglers’ options are curtailed as a result of increasingly restrictive 

border control interventions. Van Liempt and Doomernik claim that, in such 

instances, “the interaction between state interventions and the smugglers’ logic 

determines more and more where irregular migrants end up” (2006: 178). Bilger et 

al. (2006) suggest that smuggler migration flows are based on a principle of either 

avoiding or targeting particular transit and destination countries. This is supposedly 

based on knowledge of a specific country’s border controls, asylum system 

characteristics and the client’s destination preference.
163

 Smugglers may be non-

specific in providing information of destination location for a variety of reasons and, 

resultantly, the smuggled person’s choices and decision-making capacities are 

restricted (see Koser 1997; Engbersen et al. 2002). Relating to a corresponding 

discussion raised in Chapter Five regarding destination choice, the following 

                                                                                                                                                                     
of smuggling for individual actors, it cannot be taken as finite, given the exploitative occurrence of 

price hikes when their ‘customers’ are at their most dependent. 
162

 Khosravi (2007) wrote an auto-ethnography of his own ‘illegal’ travel. 
163

 Furthermore, Robinson and Segrott (2002) offer four reasons for the choice of a particular 

destination: the potential success rate of entering a given country, taking into account visa 

procurement, geographical proximity and accessibility; the specific requests of migrants; profitability; 

and access to existing networks connecting the smuggler with a given country. 
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examples inform a wider perspective in relation to smugglers; important when 

considering knowledge and information offered to asylum seekers prior to flight.   

Reflective of other participants’ experiences, Muhammad was informed he would be 

taken somewhere safe. The agent his family dealt with admitted that he was 

uncertain of the destination as he was not personally taking Muhammad. This task 

would be handed over to another person within the smuggler network. The family 

agreed to hire the agent without a specific destination guarantee. In cases where the 

purpose of migrating was not primarily for safety, a promise of a destination where 

work would be plentiful was made. For example, Lanhua, from China, was told she 

would be taken to a place where she could earn money. In other instances, the 

smuggler lied about the final destination. For example, Numa was told she would be 

taken to Saudi Arabia to her aunt. Numa explained: 

When I was in my country, the agent said you will see your auntie. When 

I came to the UK for me it was a surprise. 

(Refused asylum seeker, Somalia) 

Participants who did specify a particular country of destination before international 

travel commenced, voiced disappointment and resentment when this did not 

materialise. Expectation of arrival at specified destinations was high despite 

recognition of dealing with risk-takers operating outside the law. Verbal contracts 

were enough to be regarded as realistic. Zarah articulated the experience of 

discussing onward travel with her agent prior to leaving Ethiopia, a temporary 

country of residence. The promise of reaching the United States, where her relatives 

resided, and the prospect of family reunification was enough of an incentive to risk 

‘irregular’ migration:  

He [agent] told me ‘I will bring you somewhere and you will seek 

asylum, you with get your papers quickly >clicks fingers< and you will 

bring your family, your mother, your brothers and sisters and your 

children and your husband and you will get out of this terrible, bad place’. 

He told me, ‘we will go to Europe and then we will pass to America and 

you will go to your cousins, THEY WILL HELP, THEY WILL HELP’. 

(Asylum seeker, Somalia) 
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This example is one among many in which the promise was not delivered. Zarah 

explained that at the time of exit she was consumed by fear, had limited options and 

a minimal understanding of the complexity of ‘irregular’ travel. Trust placed in the 

smuggler to deliver on travel agreements was consistently reported by smuggled 

participants in similar circumstances. 

Putting this scenario into the context of an illegal travel facilitation ‘business’ model, 

when a smuggler is unsure of the exact destination, non-specificity is recognised as 

their best option to avoid questioning and any additional anguish for the client 

throughout the journey (van Liempt and Doomernik 2006). The recurrent theme of 

incorrect or misleading responses being given to participants evidences this. 

According to Bilger et al. (2006) another more strategic reason prevails. Keeping 

their clients ‘in the dark’ about the movement operation limits the possibility of them 

either going elsewhere for the same service or from independently pursuing onward 

travel. The discussion here builds a further picture of the situation in which asylum 

seekers find themselves when the opportunity to decide their own destination is 

removed. By engaging in smuggler networks they are, to the greater degree, rendered 

submissive to the influence of the smugglers who decide their future movement. 

Consequently, such weak commercial ties are secretive and manipulative.  

      6.3.2.2 Provision of Arrival Advice  

Smugglers also offered practical arrival advice. For example, Louise, from West 

Asia, before entering a van en route to Europe, was told by the agent that she should 

find a police station upon arrival. As a young female she was advised not to trust 

anyone. Louise and her sister travelled together stowed away in different vehicles 

along the route; their travel agent did not accompany them. For others who were 

accompanied, especially using air travel, similar guidance was provided en route 

(and will be discussed in Chapter Seven). A few participants were given guidance 

that would support a viable asylum claim. For example, Chong, from China, 

travelled unaccompanied and was given such advice before proceeding to the second 

leg of his journey to the UK from South Africa. He was told:  

…when the plane arrive in London, destroy the passport, stay in the 

airport for two or three hours so they cannot find out which plane I 

boarded. After then I just go to the… go out to immigration. At that time I 
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didn’t know anything about asylum. Just doing what they [smugglers] ask 

me but I tell some lies. I have to because [they] say, ‘you can’t say 

anything true because they will return you to China’.  

(Refused asylum seeker, China) 

Like the vast majority of participants, Chong was not aware of ‘asylum’ prior to 

leaving. The ‘story’ provided by his smugglers involved fleeing religious persecution 

and was discussed in detail. This advice and fictional narrative would significantly 

influence his claim for asylum during his interview with airport immigration 

authorities and give the suitable cover needed to enter the UK. 

In addition, during this pre-flight stage, advice regarding passport preparation and 

orientation was provided by smugglers. For instance, Chamai shared an explicit 

account of the instructions given before departing from Zimbabwe by his travel 

agents - a team of men - about his passport, his new temporary identity and how it 

should be presented to airport officials. He recalled attending a backstreet office, 

providing his fingerprints and being told he would be given a Malawian passport. 

They informed that with a Malawian passport a visa was not required to enter the 

Republic of Ireland and that from there he would be picked up and taken to Belfast. 

He was given the passport with his photograph included and taught how to 

pronounce the Malawian name within, which would be the identity he must assume. 

Chamai was given exact information on his travel itinerary. His migration route was 

extensively planned prior to his travel, which was undertaken unaccompanied. He is 

one of only two participants who were told their actual destination prior to departing.  

Information and advice given prior to departure by smugglers further reinforces the 

‘business’ rationale for smuggling offered by contemporary scholars (Salt and Stein 

1997; Doomernik and Kyle 2004; Pastore et al. 2006; van Liempt and Doomernik 

2006). In order for smugglers to keep their reputation as trustworthy and honest, they 

must ensure the safety of their clients to provide customer satisfaction for those 

paying for their service. News of a successful and safe passage received by family 

and friends will potentially be shared among other close people and recirculated. 

Positive feedback is important for smugglers who want to create future business. 

Therefore, the provision of advice regarding action to be taken upon arrival, claiming 

asylum and presentation of the passport is given to ensure asylum seekers arrive in 
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their new destination successfully. Furthermore, it ensures the business transaction is 

completed without compromise.  

I will now turn to asylum migration journeys and explore how weak commercial ties 

function. The following will explore the use of ordering and submission tactics by 

smugglers. Performativity is examined. This the process by which the smuggled 

person is required to act out a prescribed role at particular stages of the migratory 

journey on the command of the smuggler. The construction of a false embodied 

identity as a means to bypass security border controls in the pursuit of passage to 

new countries is also identified. 

6.3.3    Travel Performativity in Practice 

Performativity plays a critical role in the relationship between smugglers and their 

clients during travel, particularly in airports. Pascoe describes the airport as “an 

unparalleled conglomeration of communication and control systems which refuses 

any dissent” (2001: 33). “Airports are symbols of mobility” (Adey 2004: 500; also 

Knox et al. 2008), where to appear out of place may be interpreted as deviant or 

threatening.
164

 Participants discussed instructions given on how to act-out during 

travel so not to draw attention to them and, thus, their ‘irregular’ movement. 

According to Khosravi (2007), performance is part of the border-crossing/airport 

experience. Beyond the presentation of a passport at border security check-points, 

performance must be mastered: an embodied experience of border controls occurs 

(Coutin 2005; Willen 2007; Khosravi 2007, 2010; Andersson 2014). Passage through 

the routine ‘border ritual’ without detection for ‘illegal’ migrants is dependent on 

delivering a convincing representation of calmness and coolness (Khosravi 2007). 

Khosravi (2007: 330) further states:  

If you are self-assured, you go through, even with the worst passport in 

your hand. However, your body can betray you. Border guards recognise 

this at once. They seek the tell-tale signs… Body performance is the 

central part of the ritual. 
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 It must be made clear that mobility is not always taken as ‘deviant’. Arey states: “Obviously, 

tourists and business travellers do not necessarily contradict social norms”, however, “where a tourist 

may be welcomed into a country a migrant may not be” (2004: 502). Poignantly stated, he further 

notes: “it is at the borders, at airports – where movement and distinct boundaries coexist – where 

undesirable mobilities may be distinguished from the desirable. This is increasingly achieved through 

surveillance” (2004: 502).  
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It is this ‘ritual’ of border crossing that will now be discussed in light of participants’ 

transit experiences. Similarly, Kozo, from West Africa, stated that successfully 

passing an airport security check requires the capacity to perform: 

If you are not someone who is afraid, they can help you go anywhere you 

want. But if you are afraid, even with your own passport and if you have 

a visa, and you go to any country and immigration ask you any question 

and you are afraid to speak they can talk about your integrity and send 

you back, that is what it is. 

(Refugee, West Africa) 

For sea and overland travel, smuggled persons were advised to remain silent and 

follow directions. For example, Azizi’s interaction with the smuggler abroad the ship 

he travelled in was minimal. Along with the other stowaways contained, he was told 

to “stay quiet”. He explained the actions of the man who facilitated his journey: 

He didn’t talk to any of us. He knew if conditions were not okay… He did 

try to ask us if it is okay, too warm or too cold. But that was irrelevant for 

us considering we are not going to live like that forever. He only needed 

to get us to a safe place… He will come and he will open half of the 

container for fresh air. Not talk and ask us not to talk. That was my 

experience from there to here.  

(Refused asylum seeker, East Africa) 

During covert, non-air passage smuggled persons do not deal as frequently with face-

to-face encounters with border control staff. Nevertheless, getting caught is still a 

serious possibility. Therefore, while no less difficult and traumatic, and with a 

greater exposure to dangerous environments (in lorries, boats, shipping containers, 

engine compartments of ships) (see also Robinson and Segrott 2002), their 

experiences are less dependent upon performing. Adnan describing his month-long 

journey in the back of a van from Turkey to Belfast and the uneasiness of protracted 

travel and imposition of silencing: 

It is not easy, one place for those days… We stay in the van, we come in 

[the] van, then come out of the van after… Just you want to ask 
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something, ‘Please no ask me’. ‘Where are we now?’. ‘Please don’t ask 

me’.  

(Asylum seeker, Syria)  

Both Azizi’s and Adnan’s travel consisted of waiting for a long period of time in one 

place, concealed from the view of other people. This is consistent with the narratives 

of those smuggled via land or sea. Performing publically was not crucial to 

successful clandestine movement. Indeed, stowed away next to the engine room in a 

ship, Muhammad had a similar experience. Kept warm and brought food and water, 

he had limited interaction with the smuggler and was told to avoid any 

communication with other smuggled people enclosed in adjacent rooms. He 

stringently obeyed these orders in an effort not to cause risk to his own safety or 

draw attention to his presence. 

Communication (or non-communication, as presented here) was a recurring theme 

among narratives of participants’ journeys. No matter the means of travel, the 

general rule invoked by smugglers, with few exceptions, was one of ‘no talking, no 

questions’. Silence was used as a means to ensure obedience, a strategy for detection-

avoidance, as illustrated by Bilger et al. (2006). No form of physical violence was 

used by smugglers on any participants in this study, although, according to Zhang et 

al. (2007), some physical intimidation is seen as a necessary and common practice in 

human-smuggling. Muscle-power, they report, is regularly required to keep order, 

particularly at transit locations and aboard smuggling vessels.
165

 Silencing, 

nonetheless, acted as a passive means of maintaining order. Breaking this order may 

have resulted in detection by security authorities or a threat from the smugglers 

themselves of being returned home.  

Incidentally, however, Khaliif’s migration trajectory offers an exception to this 

recognised rule. The relationship between him and his smuggler took a different 

turn and one not similarly discussed by other smuggled and ‘accompanied’ 

participants. Their relationship which began as formal and rigorous, 
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 Zhang et al. (2007) assert that a gender dimension must be taken into account when analysing 

illegal travel facilitation. The value of ‘interpersonal networks’ in defining and facilitating smuggling 

operations, based on a study of Chinese female smugglers enabling passage to the United States, must 

be acknowledged. Female smugglers, they argue, employ less aggressive tactics to maintain 

discipline, which is favourably looked upon by potential migrants. 
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encompassed with hostility and threat, later became less controlled and more 

informal over the many days spent together. The smuggler’s consumption of 

alcohol and chewing of khat was the reason for this shift.
166

 Khaliif was 

continually reminded to act as a fifteen-year-old during the airport transit stage 

to replicate the age indicated on his falsified passport, but he was invited to 

chew khat also. During a subsequent two-day stop-over in the Netherlands and 

staying with Somali people known to the smuggler, the smuggler shared stories 

about Somalia in peaceful times and about his life in general. The ‘no 

questions’ and silencing rule ceased as a result. Khaliif’s fears of travelling 

illegally, he stated, were assuaged by their open communication and the 

smuggler’s humanising interaction.  

Nonetheless, during air travel performance was required to be of a high standard to 

minimise being caught for ‘irregular’ migration. The findings represent an emergent 

motif of performativity within airport and aeroplane spaces. Most participants 

travelled via aeroplane and were accompanied by smugglers. To ensure unhindered 

transition through airport security checks, performance was obligatory. Nora’s 

experience illustrates this. She spoke of specific instruction on appropriate behaviour 

given before travel and during a seven-day period in a Turkish holding-house: 

One day a man he say, ‘you have to change your clothes’ because I don’t 

have good clothes for travel and he know what size and he give me new 

clothes. He said, ‘tomorrow you have to get ready’ because he said, ‘you 

travel’. Where, I don’t know. The next day when I get ready the man say, 

‘okay, you have to walk with me, don’t ask me, don’t speak, don’t say 

anything, if anybody ask you I am your husband, don’t be anything, don’t 

be sad, don’t cry, you have to [smile], you have to be quiet’. He said if 

you don’t do that you have to go back [home]. And I say ‘okay, I do that’. 

(Refugee, West Asia) 

Nora’s experience was replicated, to varying degrees by others using air transport. 

Additionally, provision of appropriate clothing prior to travel, was discussed by 

female Muslim participants: construed, here, to be a form of performance through 

visual representation. Numa, from Somalia, was told her “cultural clothes” should be 
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changed to create an image more suitable for travel to Europe. She was provided 

with new clothes at the airport prior to leaving. Appropriate dress was, hence, 

“another part of the masquerade” (Khosravi 2007: 330).  

How to act, communicate and dress are each part of a strategy mastered by 

smugglers to subdue and control their clients. This strategy is implemented as a 

means to minimise risk of being caught by border officers and ensure ‘irregular’ 

movement is not detected. Although this applies to all ‘irregular’ travel, as the stakes 

are higher and opportunity for uncovering by authorities are greater during air-borne 

travel, the expectation to perform is greater than with land or sea passage. 

Compliance with body performance ‘ritual’ positioning is accepted by asylum 

seekers as the risk is too great otherwise. 

6.3.3.1 Performativity and Compliance 

Instructions given by smugglers on how to perform were accepted with obedience by 

their clients because of their personal vulnerability and the unequal power 

relationships. For example, after transiting through Abu Dhabi from South Africa, 

David and his smuggler boarded a plane to Manchester rather than Australia as 

arranged. David was told: 

…follow instructions, keep quiet. 

He accepted the destination change without resistance, stating: 

’Cause one thing, you be terrified, you don’t even know where you are 

going but as long as they tell you are going to a place of safety, that is it. 

(Asylum seeker, Zimbabwe) 

Conversely, some participants expressed a degree of reassurance in being 

accompanied. This characteristic of smuggler-client relationships is not 

comprehensively examined in relevant literature. Anxiety was partially relieved by 

another person taking control of the uncertain and risky situation, particularly when 

language barriers posed potential threats to successful transit. Furthermore, David 

spoke of the reassurance he gained from being informed that everything had been 

taken care of, and that the falsified passport in his name was not his responsibility. 

This was the case in other accompanied participants’ passage through airports, the 
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passport was held by the smuggler until required at security checks. The reading of a 

passport by airport officials confers “mobile and spatial limits” to individuals (Arey 

2004: 510). Consideration of legitimacy of illegitimacy is based on this document 

issued by the sovereign state (Salter 2003) and this authority is particularly felt when 

faced with an obligation to act a non-subversive way. Few participants claimed to 

know specific details about their falsified travel documentation. Adding to the 

pressure to perform was the bureaucratic matter of presenting the passport to airport 

security personnel. The holding of the passport by the smuggler acted as a de-stressor 

and a relief, which is unsurprising giving the potential penalty for attempting to enter 

a country using false travel documentation. 

Possession of the travel passport was a constant reminder that their movement was 

unlawful and created a sense of unease and panic once it was in participants’ hands 

and, thus, their responsibility. Most ‘accompanied’ participants spoke of holding 

their passports at airport security checks only, when it was given to them by their 

smuggler. Khosravi provided an insight into the risk associated with passport 

presentations, when he said: “The most important item in the travelling process was 

an appropriate passport”; and, more so, one which would not raise suspicion 

regarding the holder’s true identity (2007: 229). It is a representation of individuals’ 

identity “squashed into the tight categories of the passport” (Arey 2014: 510). For the 

traveller, there is a pressure to live up to the identity contained within the passport 

(Löfgren 1999). Using falsified travel documents intensified participants’ feelings of 

vulnerability and illegitimacy, feelings created by being aware that they were under 

surveillance.
167

  

Moreover, regarding compliance and reassurance, the accepted definition of 

successful transit can be said to require examination when used by some of the 

participants in this study. For example, despite limited communication, reassurance 

for Numa was when she was informed that Al Shabaab, the Somali militia group, 

would not be at her destination. This afforded her hope for her future safety. Taking 

this point a step further, Jennifer, from Zimbabwe, considered herself “lucky” after 

successfully transiting to Belfast City Centre facilitated by smugglers, based on the 
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fact that she was neither raped in transit nor upon arrival. She had heard this was a 

common fate for female travellers.
168

  

To conclude this particular discussion, what can be learned from the actions of 

smugglers as facilitators of ‘irregular’ travel is a perspective not generally referenced 

in asylum migration literature. That is, their client’s may feel a sense of protection 

and reassurance when accompanied during the transit stage. Compliance with orders 

given and demands for performance-appropriate travel are accepted as a result, if the 

potential outcome of a safe destination is to be achieved. What follows provides a 

further analysis of rehearsed appropriate travel behaviour at airport check-points 

from the asylum seeker’s perspective. 

6.3.4    Transactions on Embarkations: Rehearsed Appropriate Travel  

In an effort to combat potential detection at critical moments within airports, 

accompanied smugglers would take charge and instruct their clients to engage 

in relationship-performance, as well as the silencing methods discussed 

previously. Relationship-performance was a typical feature of the smuggler-

asylum seeker dynamic during air travel. Focusing on individuals travelling 

together to Europe without a smuggler, Khosravi (2007) described how they 

may be paired off as couples, and when a child was involved they may be 

required to reproduce a child-parent relationship. He made no mention of times 

when a smuggler accompanied their clients, which was a regular occurrence in 

this study. Indeed, it was discovered that relationship-making occurred between 

smugglers and their clients but differently to Khosravi’s illustration, as most 

accompanied travel involved one smuggler and one asylum seeker, with few 

exceptions (see Chapter Five). Feigning a familial relationship was most 

common during accompanied flights. Gender determined how specific 

performances manifested. The concocting of marital status between male 

smugglers and female asylum seekers and vice-versa (to a lesser extent) 

frequently occurred. These relationships were predominantly performed at 

airport security control stop-points. Numa, Zarah, Nora and Anna were each 

prepped by their male smugglers to pretend they were a married couple. Anna 
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described this aspect of her journey, their rehearsed travel behaviour and her 

general relationship with her smuggler: 

You know, we were chatting… He has my dialect as well. He said, ‘call 

me Ken’. …he said to me at the airport check point that he was going to 

answer all the questions, you know, ‘if they ask you why are you here just 

tell them you came for holiday’, you know. They didn’t ask me much 

questions but he did ask me to say he was my husband and be close with 

him and he will answer all the questions. He had all the documents.  

(Discretionary Leave to Remain, Nigeria) 

The couple of cases involving a female smuggler accompanying a male asylum 

seeker developed in a similar relational manner. When rehearsing his travel 

behaviour, Dawit, from East Africa, was told not to talk or ask questions. He was 

told to pretend that he was the smuggler’s husband and to act accordingly while 

together in the airport. All communication with airport staff was to be through her 

alone. Furthermore, in Khaliif’s case, rehearsed travel behaviour was based on the 

age gap between ‘smuggler’ and ‘smuggled’ and led to the adoption of a father-and-

son relationship. As previously mentioned, Khaliif’s passport described him as being 

fifteen years of age and he was ordered to act as a teenager, despite being older. 

Khaliif expressed discomfort with their staged relationship. He recalled the scenario: 

He told me, ‘okay, we crossing those people in the queue, we will be in 

the queue and don’t say a word’… Actually, when we come close to the 

border check, he was telling me, ‘just be still, stay behind me and don’t 

say a word’. So I just stay behind him, he get all the answers and then he 

just touch my hair and smile but I don’t understand what he talking about.  

He touched my hair, like ‘this is my son’ or some bullshit. And then he 

just grab me like I am his own son and then we go pass. When we go past 

he say, ‘ah, we clear now’.  

(Refugee, Somalia) 

The experiences of other single travellers, also accompanied by a smugger of 

the same sex, revealed that they were also told to stay close and follow but their 
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travel behaviour was not rehearsed to the same extent. Performance is evidently 

the responsibility of both actors, with each person assuming particular roles and 

identities to ‘subvert the border regime’ (from de Carteau 1984 in Khosravi 

2007). These findings offer insight into wider smuggler-migrant narratives, 

shining light on the mastery and functionality of human-smuggling.  

With regards to the weak tie positioning, it is apparent that their commercial 

purpose sets them apart from common weak ties, associated with non-family 

and kin relations. Their significance in the realisation of migration for asylum 

seekers is evident because of their reach and competency. When legal means 

for migration are restricted and ‘migrant networks’ are redundant or non-

existent, smugglers provide the tangible link between origin countries and 

asylum destinations. Generally, where strong ties fail to facilitate asylum 

migration and non-commercial weak ties have limited scope, it is weak 

commercial ties with smugglers that deliver the desired outcome. Participation 

in the latter does, however, involve coercion, risk, directed performance 

expectation, financial burden and illegality: factors which are uncharacteristic 

of the strong or non-commercial weak tie relationships. These short-lived, 

immediate-ties utilised by the majority of participants in this study provided a 

tangible experience and instrumental aid to migration facilitation at a price. In 

order to work, the rules which govern them are extensively enforced and 

adhered. The final discussion, below, draws attention to smuggled participants’ 

views of smugglers and explores their perceptions as actors integral to the 

social network structure and function within which smuggling exists. 

6.4    Smuggling: Altruism or Business? 

When participants were asked retrospectively to analyse the relationship with their 

smugglers, there were mixed responses. This question was posed to gauge the 

function and value of these weak commercial ties from the participants’ point of 

view, while also unearthing a perception of the smugglers’ character and motivation. 

Some regarded them as honourable and good people; nonetheless, the majority of 

participants declared their smugglers to be unethical and dishonest. Interestingly, 

perspectives changed from those held during and immediately after transit to those 
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held a period of time after arrival. Azizi recognised the man who facilitated his travel 

to Belfast, in a container on a cargo ship, as a benign facilitator. He stated: 

Because they are not trafficking you for any other reason, they are trying 

to help you, to get you out of the country. They are just giving you a lift 

but you have to pay for that lift… For refugees, they are getting safe. For 

him, it is more or less a free tenner for a day… It doesn’t just benefit him, 

it benefits him and us.  

(Refused asylum seeker, East Africa) 

Azizi’s interpretation of their interaction and the smuggler’s delivery of 

responsibilities was positive and represents a sentiment which is not uncommon. For 

instance, Zhang (2007), analysing the smuggling of migrants to the United States, 

stated that smugglers are recognised as either altruistic philanthropists or people in 

pursuit of an income. Khosravi (2007) labelled his smuggler as a “helper”, someone 

who enabled his escape from a war. Of interest here are the results of studies from 

both Webb and Burrows (2009) and Zhang and Chin (2008). The former interviewed 

prisoners in the UK convicted of offences relating to smuggling and/or trafficking,
169

 

while the latter researched Snakeheads and Chinese organised crime. They each 

concluded that smugglers view themselves as business people providing 

opportunities for others willing to pay money for a service.
170

 They perceived 

themselves not as criminals but as facilitators, helping others reach their goals.  

Participants in this study, largely, stated that initially they had identified their 

smugglers as deliverers of a necessary public service, who provided an opportunity 

that would not have been available to them otherwise. In some cases, smugglers were 

viewed with a degree of sympathy. Both Khaliif and Chamai spoke of gaining an 

understanding, based on conversations before and during transit, of why their 

smugglers pursued this illicit trade. The smugglers’ narratives expressed involvement 

resulting as a response to atrocities witnessed being committed in their countries, 
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 The Chinese study also found that smugglers were mainly involved in servicing their own familial 

and social networks and undertook little smuggling beyond that with members of their strong social 

ties networks. 
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which is suggestive of ‘motivation by principle’.
171

 However, Chamai presented the 

following analysis of his changing motivation towards the men who facilitated his 

exit from Zimbabwe: 

What happens, I think, when he started helping people out of Zimbabwe, 

it starts as public good. It starts as something he has to do to help other 

people but as time goes on the economy in Zimbabwe started hitting a 

slump and he started to view it as a money-making business. When I was 

talking to him, he started talking about his mum and what happened with 

her, you can see the anger and the drive behind everything he does. But 

when he says, ‘can I have my money now’, you can see the business part 

of it. Of course there was the frustration of thinking someone is taking 

advantage of me, making money from me but you know ninety percent of 

the time it was a sense of feeling the comfort that I, you know, I am safe, 

you know. I think I am dealing with people who say they are exercising 

caution to make sure I am safe, getting out of the country safe.  

(Refused asylum seeker, Zimbabwe) 

Smugglers were viewed with mixed emotions: people who facilitated their migration 

to a safe destination, but who also placed them at risk, treated them with intolerance 

and subjugation, and failed to provide adequate information about the journey, 

destination and the asylum system. Participants commonly stated they initially held a 

positive opinion, which changed upon later reflection. For example, Kaafi reflected 

upon how at first he acknowledged his smuggler as an invaluable support, and stated 

that he felt the man was “sent from God, like an angel”. It was clear that the vast 

majority of participants, who had once felt similarly, later had contempt for their 

smugglers. They commonly came to be viewed as corrupt, operating a deceitful and 

exploitative business, where money was the driving impetus. Indeed, Kaafi discussed 

how he had later recognised the treatment of his family during their flight and the 

consistent threat of being returned to his country as abusive. He also stated that he 

was initially told he was travelling to the United States and that during transit his 
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 In addition, discussed the fluid positioning of some migrants during the smuggling process, Daniel 

(2008) states that migrants themselves, on occasions, become smugglers to avail of the protection 

provided by the social networks for such a role, as they travelled to their final destination. Zhang et al. 

(2008) reinforce this role change and posit the view that it may occur due to negative, even traumatic, 

experiences they endured providing the motivation to offer a better service to future migrants.  
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destination was changed to the Netherlands, then he actually ended-up in Northern 

Ireland. Kaafi understood this type of activity to be fraudulent. Being charged an 

excessive amount of money also added to his negative feelings. However, Anna, 

from Nigeria, felt neutral about her smuggler as she did not pay for his services, nor 

was she treated badly throughout their time together. Resultantly, she referred to not 

experiencing a ‘business’ dimension in their relationship.  

It has been recognised repeatedly in this thesis that the weak commercial ties 

discussed are based almost solely on ‘business’ transactions and once the individual 

has reached a destination, the relationship ends. This however, is only the case for 

those who were ‘smuggled.’ In each instance where the individual was ‘trafficked’, 

the relationship remained after point of arrival. Exploitation of persons as a source of 

profit usually entails the prolonging of relationships between the trafficked person 

and the trafficker (UNODC 2011). For example, with reference to Mei Hua, from 

China, who was taken to Dublin on a work-for-travel contract, initially her 

‘trafficker’ was the only person she knew upon arrival. She relied on him for social 

support as much as he depended on her for financial gain. He provided 

accommodation, introduced her to other Chinese people and paid her rent until she 

secured a job. Later, their contact centred mostly on scheduled money collection 

meetings after she began earning from a job in a nightclub. Their interactions were 

described as pleasant and lasted until Mei Hua had repaid back what was owed for 

her travel. In fact, Mei Hua stated that their relationship, which began under business 

terms, turned to a friendship, despite her having to honour their pre-arranged 

agreement. This identifies that Mei Hua’s relationship with the man who facilitated 

her journey experienced a dynamic shift, as her once weak tie later became ‘strong’, 

offering an insightful view on the nature of social ties and transformations of their 

‘strength’; even among ones which have precarious beginnings.  

However, Mei Hua’s experience was not shared by the other participants who 

travelled under similar arrangements. Ill-feeling toward their ‘trafficker’ was based 

on both treatment during travel and the work conditions they were forced to endure. 

This was most strongly felt by Kate, who was forced into sex work against her will. 

Consequently, the difference between individuals’ ‘smuggled’ and ‘trafficked’ 

experiences of facilitated migration is stark. While contact ends abruptly for the 
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former, it remains for the latter and is typically framed within controlled and 

subservient conditions.  

Given the situations that asylum seekers face when smuggled, a negative impression 

of smugglers is not surprising. Interestingly, in most responses there is a strong sense 

of emotion stemming from research participants’ lack of agency and negotiating 

power, and this reinforces previously argued points. Undeniably, the fact that these 

vital weak contacts offer illegal travel facility, serve a specific purpose without room 

for negotiation and require the payment of a monetary price, mean they are set apart 

from other social ties. Nonetheless, they are evidently beneficial resources for 

accessing international migration when other (legal) channels are unavailable. The 

relationships discussed are typical of weak ties, with regard to their capacity to 

connect people to opportunities which would not otherwise be readily available 

(Granovetter 1973). They function in a manner which incorporates temporary 

acquaintance with purposeful contact outside the usual sphere of individuals’ social 

lives. They are business-centred relations, utilised for their information and practical 

provision, which offer a ‘gateway’ or ‘bridge’ to a resource system removed from 

individuals’ networks of strong ties (from Rose et al. 1998).  

6.5    Conclusion 

This chapter has presented ethnographically-based accounts of the experiences of 

asylum seekers during the pre-migration and transit stages of asylum journeys. Based 

on the findings I draw the following conclusions. Firstly, close tie relations, 

predominantly family, were crucial for initiating international spatial mobility for the 

majority of participants. This was also the case when internal migration occurred 

prior to international movement. The support of family and community members was 

essential for orchestrating the opportunity to exit. Van Liempt and Doomernik (2006) 

found migrants smuggled to the Netherlands had met their smugglers through family 

members and friends and this is confirmed in my study. However, they point out that 

friends of friends, weaker ties, were more likely than family to provide the required 

contact information. This reinforces Granovetter’s (1973) observations that weak tie 

contacts are necessary for mobility because of the range of resources for which they 

provide access. Participants in this study, however, typically did not know how their 

families contacted smugglers, yet they were central to the process. Most participants 
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with ‘migrant networks’ that reached Northern Ireland are not included in this 

finding because their mobility operated differently, with minimal pre-migration 

assistance beyond financial support to pay for flights. With the exception of Chamai, 

each of the other associated participants availed of legal and regular means of travel 

in order to get to Northern Ireland. 

Secondly, the ultimate support offered by most close contacts put participants in 

connection with human-smugglers and traffickers and a viable, although risk-laden, 

opportunity to enter Europe (Whitwell 2002; Bilger et al. 2006; van Liempt and 

Doomernik 2006; Anteby-Yemini 2008). This chapter has, generally, demonstrated 

that when family members were at hand during the pre-migration phase, travel 

logistics were arranged with smugglers on participants’ behalf. Exceptions, such as 

Jennifer, do exist but are not the norm. Families arranging travel was acknowledged 

as positive at a time of insecurity, although non-participation in the exiting strategy 

was also discussed as regretful. This reaction was due to smugglers not fulfilling 

their obligation with reference to destination, mistreatment during transit, and/or the 

lack of communication regarding the asylum process when in exile.  

Thirdly, this chapter provided in-depth accounts of asylum seekers experiences ‘on 

the move’ and revealed that most were accompanied by smugglers. The ‘business’ of 

smuggling was revealed through analysis of asylum seekers’ and refugees’ 

narratives. Limited negotiating power rendered smuggled participants vulnerable, 

exploited and passive in the migration process. Last-minute price increase is one 

example of the unethical practices of these illegal ‘entrepreneurs’ (Herman 2006). 

Others include smugglers keeping their clients in the dark regarding destinations, 

again an illustration of participants’ lack of agency in travel decision-making. The 

lack of a voice and uncertainty of travel led to emotional distress and resentment 

despite the fact that some smugglers did provide travel to favourable ‘safe’ 

destinations and pre-departure advice on gaining asylum. When smugglers are aware 

that their reputations as trustworthy and honest service-providers will ensure future 

employment, they provide a good service (van Liempt and Doomernik 2006). 

Ensuring clients’ and their family’s satisfaction reinforces a ‘business’ rationale. 

Bilger et al. reiterate this point and state: “Reputation and trust have to be seen as 

constituent elements of the human smuggling process as a whole” (2006: 86). ‘Word 

of honour’ is given as a reasonable source regarding dependability. Reputation, 
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therefore, is consequentially formed on success ratings, where being trustworthy is 

imperative to avoid ‘economic suicide’.  

Fourthly, an emergent theme of ‘performativity and mobility’ in illicit travel was also 

discussed. Subtle expectations around silencing asylum seekers, limiting the context 

of communication and accepting directives from smugglers, were expressed during 

both sea and overland travel. However, during air-travel the need to master aspects of 

‘travel performance’ became most apparent. Being in public view and confronted by 

security checks in airports reinforced this requirement to avoid detection as a person 

undertaking undesirable mobility (Arey 2004). Provision of appropriate clothing, 

coaching about body language, orders to remain calm and project confidence, 

further, disempowered the asylum seekers. Smugglers required obedience and 

compliance to ‘subvert the border ritual’. Techniques to minimise stress caused by 

unlawful mobility were identified by some ‘accompanied’ participants. One was with 

reference to falsified passports and travel documents. Typically, smugglers kept their 

client’s false passports until security checks were approached. This transferred the 

‘weight of a passport’ from asylum seeker to smuggler. Another was creating the 

illusion of a close relationship between smugglers and participants to deceive airport 

officials. An image of familial closeness often included a further silencing of the 

client as the smuggler communicated on their behalf. Asylum seekers were forced to 

perform like ‘mobile luggage’, dynamic objects that are carefully prepared, packaged 

and transported through airport spaces. Muted and static, they ‘perform’ to evade 

border detection.  
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Chapter Seven 

Arrival and Formative Integration in Northern Ireland 

7.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines arrival mobilities and formative integration. It demonstrates 

that while point-of-arrival narratives differ between individuals, life as an asylum 

seeker in exile affects each person similarly from a psychosocial perspective. Cheung 

and Phillimore state: “Unlike those who are not forced migrants, refugees often have 

their social and family networks severed in the process of fleeing from persecution” 

(2013: 10). International movement facilitated by human-smugglers often removes 

choice of destination and consequently increases vulnerability upon arrival. Evidence 

from this study is supported by other UK studies (for example, Koser and Pinkering 

2002a and Crawley 2010). Those who make their own decisions and plan to arrive in 

a particular country to start afresh also struggle to get on their feet. As Rose et al. 

observe: “settling in a new country entails… a major process of reconstruction of 

personal social networks in the years after arrival” (1998: 3). 

When ‘migrant networks’ are not available, asylum seekers and refugees meet new 

acquaintances and their newly established social relationships are based on weak tie 

linkages. Cheung and Phillimore (2013) found that in the early stages of refugee 

settlement in the UK, establishment of contact with co-national and other groups was 

an important source of assistance, and this study reinforces that conclusion. The fact 

that the majority of participants had not expected to end up in Northern Ireland 

(Belfast) is important (similarly when Ireland (Dublin) or England (London) was the 

initial destination location). The minority, who had travelled independently to 

Belfast, were less vulnerable as self-scheduled travel and established ‘migrant 

networks’ supported their arrival. What follows examines the comparative 

experiences of participants’ social network formation in Northern Ireland. 

7.2 Initial Arrival in Northern Ireland: The Range of Participant’s 

Experiences 

Comparison of arrival experience among asylum seekers and refugees now residing 

in Northern Ireland is complicated by the range of factors which influenced their 
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travel. Participants with established ‘migrant networks’ had more comfortable 

experiences upon arrival to Northern Ireland than those without. In every case they 

were supported immediately and provided with accommodation and social 

support.
172

 These experiences resonate with the social capital literature reviewed in 

Chapter Three.
173

 For example, on arrival, Kunaka was taken to a house where his 

accommodation, food and utility expenses were paid for by someone with social 

connections to his neighbour in Zimbabwe, his country of origin. Namatai and Percy, 

also from Zimbabwe, were treated similarly by family members living in Northern 

Ireland and reported low initial disorientation distress, personal fear or uncertainty. 

Similarly, Arif, from South Asia, and Henry and Abigail, from Nigeria, who arrived 

in London, and then travelled on to Belfast, on a student visa and travel visas, 

respectively, experienced no arrival trauma. Arrival was unproblematic for them by 

virtue of their ‘legal’ entry and financial security. 

Moving to Belfast from England did not significantly impact on the lives of Lanhua 

or Chong, both from China, or Alan, from West Asia, who all arrived as registered 

asylum claimants. Both Lanhua and Chong had established contacts with co-

nationals who supported their orientation. These were romantic and employment-

centred social linkages, respectively. Furthermore, on arrival, they both had 

(unlawful) employment to support independent living. Alan had proactively 

researched support services in Belfast and gained advice, which facilitated a positive 

experience from his moment of arrival. Zainab, unique among the sample group, 

received refugee status in England and then moved to Belfast, where she had an 

accessible social network readily available upon arrival, to pursue a romantic 

relationship. However, for each, their prior arrival in England as ‘smuggled’ or 

‘trafficked’ persons was reported as difficult and bound by fear, typical of 

participants whose travel was illegally faciliatated. 

In contrast to the above, the movement by three participants from the Republic of 

Ireland to Northern Ireland caused emotional distress and confusion similar to the 

majority of participants who arrived directly via smugglers (discussed below). 
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 Despite the anguish of leaving loved ones, their arrival was softened by being met by a familiar 

person. 
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 Strong social networks offer significant advantage for newly arrived migrants (Massey 1990; 

Massey et al. 1993; Zhao 2003; Arango 2004; Thieme 2006; Garip 2008; King 2008). The existence 

of transnational strong tie relations provided protection, a coping mechanism and minimised the 

vulnerability of arrival in a new and unfamiliar space. 
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Dalmar, who had spent years living in Europe before moving to Northern Ireland, 

also spoke of such an initial reaction. Only one person made the journey to Belfast 

from Dublin had social support networks in place to assist arrival and initial 

resettlement, the others were rendered destitute and alone upon immediate arrival in 

Belfast. Their negative emotional state was predominantly caused by previous 

experiences as ‘refused’ asylum applicants in their respective initial asylum 

countries, which had necessitated their movement. The ‘trauma of ignorance’ caused 

additional relocation problems for Kate, from Nigeria, because she was not aware 

that Belfast was part of the United Kingdom. Running from street-homelessness and 

a constant threat of deportation in Dublin, she believed she was still in the Republic 

of Ireland, which caused her further disorientation and anxiety. Also, Hicham, from 

North Africa, left England after his UK asylum claim was refused and travelled to 

Belfast in the belief he was entering a new jurisdiction. Becoming aware of the UK’s 

geographical boundaries left him feeling embarrassment and regret, and realising that 

a further claim for asylum was pointless, he contemplated self-harm and suicide. 

What follows presents a smuggled asylum seekers’ perspective of their arrival in 

Northern Ireland. 

7.2.1   Smugglers: Abandonment, Lies, Advice and Acts of Compassion 

Abandonment followed being smuggled on almost all occasions and left individuals 

confused, uncertain and in distress. Participants were commonly told lies, such as 

being told their destination was England or the United States when they were in 

Northern Ireland. This negatively reinforces the success of the ‘business model’ of 

smuggling discussed in Chapter Six, when smugglers, plausibly, provide false 

assurances to their clients and imply their business transaction was successfully 

completed and pre-flight negotiations with family members fulfilled (Bilger et al. 

2006; van Liempt and Doomernik 2006). Participants who were accompanied during 

travel, and/or were met by a new person upon arrival, spoke of being left at the 

airport or docks, Belfast city-centre or close to Bryson Intercultural office - a 

centrally-located agency where asylum applications are initiated.
174

 Shared 

experiences and feelings of abandonment are shown by the following three 

examples: 

                                                           
174

 Bryson Intercultural will hereinafter be referred to as Bryson; the colloquial name used by asylum 

seekers and refugees.  
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I didn’t speak English… I feel… sometimes I was crying from inside… 

When we arrive into Belfast International [airport], with the man together, 

he coming also to City Centre. The agent, pick us from airport. Then we 

will sit in the café and then we drink coffee and just he say, ‘you have to 

wait, I am coming back’. I was waiting for two hours and a half, he was 

not coming. I feel cold because I don’t have a jacket. I don’t have the 

right trousers. I don’t have shoes, my shoes only for my country where it 

is very hot. I was crying and upset.  

(Bilal, Refugee, Somalia) 

He just left us. There was a guy at the airport, he met us, they drove us 

into town and then they told us they coming back and that was it… they 

had gone.  

(David, Refused asylum seeker, Zimbabwe) 

You see when you come to the airport there is a guy who is going to take 

you on a delivery… They just took me and dropped me and said you 

don’t mention us. And that was it… He drop me there at the Spar and I sit 

there. At Botanic… I was very confused with myself. 

(Jennifer, Refused asylum seeker, Zimbabwe) 

On occasions, advice was given by smugglers to assist their clients to claim 

asylum. For example, Dahab, from Somalia, was told upon arrival to go to the 

airport immigration office, say he was hungry, had nowhere to sleep and 

needed help. Anna was advised to tell the whole truth about her past 

circumstances.
175

 Along with her children, she was taken by taxi from Belfast 

International Airport to the city-centre and given twenty pounds by her 

smuggler. She was told:  
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 Provisioned advice did not always support asylum applications. Jennifer, told to “make something 

up”, was also coached to say she had arrived with a group of pastors who were helping desperate 

people escape insecurity. The created story could not be verified which had a direct effect on her 

asylum application. She told the fictitious story out of a sense of fear and limited knowledge of the 

asylum process. 
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‘You are alive, you are safe, that is the most important thing… you are on 

your own, I know people here, you are safe, people will help you. Just ask 

around’. 

He also gave a note with ‘Bryson’ written on it, before leaving with their false travel 

documents, and said: 

‘Ask about this establishment, from there they will help you’.  

(Discretionary Leave to Remain, Nigeria) 

In two cases new arrivals were told by their smugglers to find a police station for 

assistance. Kozo, from West Africa, was taken to the house of his smuggler’s friend 

(a Nigerian man) where he stayed one night before being asked to leave. Numa, from 

Somalia, was told she was in the United States, taken to a hotel by her smuggler and 

the following morning was escorted to Bryson, where she was told to claim asylum. 

While the type and level arrival support provided varied a great deal, the smuggled 

persons in these instances were given a degree of protection. This is illustrated further 

by the following individual experiences. Dawit arrived in Dublin with his smuggler 

and was taken to a house where they both stayed for their initial night. The next 

morning he was given the option of applying for asylum or going to Belfast to make 

an application, where he was informed the process was easier. Consequently, a 

Somali driver was organised to take him to Belfast. He was advised to explain 

everything during his asylum application; the problems faced and reasons for leaving 

his origin country. Another example is provided by Chamai, who flew 

unaccompanied to Dublin where he was met at the airport by a man holding a sign 

with his name on it. The man, who “sounded Irish”, drove straight to Chamai’s 

brother’s house in Belfast. On occasion, these commercial transactions provide 

security, though without any standardised quality of service; notwithstanding, a 

commitment of fulfilling agreed responsibilities was evident. 

Furthermore, compassion was evident from the actions of some smugglers. Zarah was 

too unwell to look after herself, as a consequence of systematic abuse in her home 

country. When she arrived in Dublin, via London, her smuggler arranged for her to be 

taken immediately to the house of another Somali person, a refugee, who housed and 

supported her until she was better. This demonstrates that a smuggler went beyond 
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their remit as agreed in pre-departure negotiation. He did not abandon her in London, 

despite her travelling with a falsified UK visa but took her to Dublin, where he knew 

people who could assist her. His actions may have been guided by a wish to maintain 

business credibility as a human-smuggler (Salt and Stein 1997; Doomernik and Kyle 

2004; Pastore et al. 2006; van Liempt and Doomernik 2006). Nonetheless, he went 

beyond his verbal contract to ensure Zarah’s safety. Within a framework of 

smuggling as a highly organised crime there can be compassion shown by smugglers 

to their clients, but it is neither predictable nor inevitable. The following discussion 

will provide an exploratory perspective of the building of social relations from point 

of arrival in Northern Ireland. Attention will shift from the impetus of smugglers to 

the agency of new arrivals. 

7.3 Asking for Help: Critical Post-Flight Social Relations 

Initial contact at the precarious time of arrival is not comprehensively considered in 

the scholarly literature. When social support is not readily available through ‘migrant 

networks’ and critical rights are potentially at threat, risk of mistreatment and 

exploitation is high as a result of their invisibility, acute vulnerability and socio-

political isolation. A representative from Bryson Intercultural described new arrivals 

as being tired and scared with some needing immediate medical attention. Not 

knowing one’s destination when smuggled can be an acute source of vulnerability 

(see also Koser and Pinkering 2002a; Crawley 2010). 

The process of construction of a new social network is paramount to facilitate coping 

in an unfamiliar environment (Rose et al. 1998; Khawaja et al. 2008).
176

 Almost 

universal among the study population who were abandoned and/or alone upon arrival 

to Belfast, was an immediate compulsion to establish contact with people of similar 

perceived nationality, ethnicity and gender, and reflects the ‘homophily principle’ 

(McPherson et al. 2001).
177

 Skin colour and language were expressed as being the 

most appealing signifiers of communality as evidenced in the following: 
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 The study by Khawaja et al. (2008) examines reliance on social networks among Sudanese 

refugees in Australia. 
177

 The homophily principle identifies a preference for being with people with characteristics as 

yourself (Blau 1977). The pattern of seeking specific people reinforces the similarity-attraction 

hypothesis, which is based on the premise that “similarity leads to attraction” (Van Oudenhoven et al. 

2006: 643). Similarity is suggested to be positively evaluated. This hypothesis also explains why some 

people avoid or think negatively of cultural difference. 
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I waited for somebody to speak Arabic… That [was the] only help I have 

as I didn’t speak any English… I’m just going, I’m walking, right, left, 

left, right. And I was looking for, you know that look. I know somebody 

is Arabic. 

(Mehmoud, Asylum seeker, Syria) 

At City Hall I am sitting. The white people I see everywhere. I not see black. 

Problem. After that one black I see. Somali. I speak to him and ask about 

asylum. 

(Dawit, Refugee, East Africa) 

Kate, who came from Dublin to Belfast, expressed: 

I was just nervous, I was just running about up and down, up and down… 

All my body was hot, I was shaking, I was crying. It is not easy; I don’t 

know anybody… My mind was telling me I should just go to the police. 

Then I said… they will know I have a deportation letter and send me back 

to Nigeria. When I think of that, I was nah, God, who am I going to meet 

now?! I see a man; he was half-cast. I say, ‘please where are you from? 

Are you from Africa? Do you know any Africa person? I just need Africa 

person to talk to, please’.  

Maybe he will understand me more than a white, maybe I will ask a white 

person… and they will say, ‘what is she talking about!’  

(Asylum Seeker, Nigeria) 

Some participants spoke of desperation and disorientation, not knowing which city 

they were in. Kaafi, from Somalia, sought “foreign people”, assuming they would 

understand his plight. While Nora, who had witnessed the murder of family 

members, the destruction of her home and was raped while crossing her national 

border on-foot, arrived feeling ill, afraid and paranoid. She shared her arrival 

experience: 

…City Hall. This was the first place… It was raining and no sun and 

nobody and I stayed in the bus stop... Where I am? What happened? And 
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the people looking to me because my colour it was, you know, when you 

[are] sick and you don’t eat good for twelve days and your situation [is] 

bad, my face look too sick, like [dead]. And they watch me and I say 

maybe these people want to send me back in [my country]… I was afraid. 

I find one Somalian lady… She call her friend and her friend speak little 

Arabic and I explain her what happen to me… 

(Refugee, West Asia) 

The above examples illustrate the vulnerability of new arrivals due to the 

unavailability of social support and the assistance of strangers, weak contacts but 

with familiar characteristics, who become a substitute. 

In Nora’s case, a Somali woman recognised her vulnerability and provided 

accommodation, food and clothing, and took her to Bryson the next day. The woman 

was an asylum seeker who lived with other female asylum seekers and Nora trusted 

her as a source of genuine support. Jennifer, from Zimbabwe, was assisted in a 

similar manner by a fellow-countrywoman and given advice on claiming asylum. 

She explained:  

I was so confused. I sat down because I felt dizzy. Then I saw [this 

woman]. I was feeling comfortable to talk to someone who looks like me. 

I was scared, sitting there with only white people. I said, ‘excuse me, can 

I talk to you’. She said everything will be fine and she took me to her 

house. She said, ‘you need to seek asylum… you must tell why you are 

here, why you run away, and tomorrow morning I will take you’.  

(Refused asylum seeker, Zimbabwe) 

Comfort and advice was invaluable during this difficult period and knowledge about 

claiming asylum was significant in enabling both Nora and Jennifer to move forward. 

Nonetheless, once escorted to Bryson the helper disappeared. Generally, 

disassociation was born from fear of becoming negatively associated with the arrival 

of an asylum seeker. This circumstance indicates the limitations of support offered 

by such immediate, short-term weak ties, owing to the threat of criminal repercussion 

in relation to the precarious status (and presence) of new arrivals prior to official 

recognition as asylum seekers. 
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Whereas approaching people of similar ethno-national identity was common, it was 

not universally practised. Four participants spoke of seeking help from ‘local’ 

people, especially if one could speak English. Anna, from Nigeria, suggested that her 

“level of education” helped her to communicate with a taxi driver who took her and 

her children to the agency specified by her smuggler. While Nia, from East Africa, 

asked construction workers for assistance and they found the building for which she 

was looking. For Dharma, from South Asia, speaking to a ‘local’ person was a last 

resort after failing to find someone of his nationality.  

The vulnerability and disorientation caused by no social support networks in Belfast 

is strongly illustrated in Dharma’s case. With money for accommodation but failing 

to find a hotel with vacancies, he took a bus to the international airport to find shelter 

but was asked to leave. He returned to Belfast by taxi, boarded a bus to Dublin, 

stayed a few hours then travelled back to Belfast. He repeated this return journey 

three more times over a weekend because it provided safety, warmth and an 

opportunity for sleep. Only when he eventually spoke to a traffic warden in Belfast, 

who directed him to a police station where officers took him to Bryson, did he feel 

that he “got his life back!”  

Further instances emphasise the reality of extreme vulnerability, as not finding or 

availing of social support upon arrival rendered a small number of participants 

destitute and temporarily homeless. For example, Hicham, aged eighteen years and 

newly arrived after absconding from England, slept in a bus station for his first three 

nights until he met a fellow-countryman. The man took him to a homeless shelter and 

Bryson, but refused to support him further. Following arrival, another two men spent 

several nights sleeping in a park close to the Bryson building. They had arrived on 

bank holiday weekends when the agency was closed. Adman, from Syria, described 

this situation: 

It [was] very difficult for me. After I come to Bryson, they were very 

nice. But before I didn’t have no house, no friend, no nothing. I stay in 

the outside… It was difficult when you don’t know anyone here, when 

you come to a place for your first time.  

(Asylum seeker, Syria) 
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The instinct to seek out similar Others was based on perceived trust, language and a 

need to experience familiarity. Unknown Others of strong tie identity were most 

commonly selected as immediate sources of assistance for participants abandoned by 

their travel facilitators or alone after independent travel from another state. Typically, 

both men and women sought assistance from men, with the exception of Nora and 

Jennifer. Nora expressed her distrust of men, particularly Arab men, after the past 

traumatic experiences inflicted upon her. This strategic avoidance meant she only 

sought support from women. Notably, a few relationships born from the initial 

instinctive assistance from strangers turned into lasting friendships, as social 

relations were re-established following subsequent encounters.  

Social relatedness at this critical time was based on the altruism of others. These 

weak relations were transient. Nonetheless, they were immeasurably important for 

new arrivals at a point of extreme vulnerability. The practical and emotional support 

provided in such encounters reinforces the ‘strength of weak tie’ relationships when 

familiar strong social ties are not readily available (Granovetter 1973). Significantly, 

surrounded by strangers in an uncertain environment the new arrivals, in most 

instances, opted not to seek help from just anyone but from people perceived to be in 

a position to understand their needs as this would facilitate a typical strong tie 

response: protection and empathy (Homans 1961; Rose et al. 1998). These findings 

are significant to both asylum migration and social networks literature due to the 

nuanced insight they provide in relation to this under-researched ‘migrant’ 

population; stimulating knowledge of geographical and socio-political mobility 

within specific spatial and temporal dimensions.  

7.4 Building Social Relations in a New Country 

Local integration has been described as one of the most viable of the three UNHCR 

‘durable solutions’ for refugees to rebuild their lives with dignity and peace. Hovil 

differentiated between two categories of local integration: de facto and de jure. De 

facto integration is “an informal process that takes place primarily at a local level 

whereby refugee individuals or groups negotiate belonging in the locality in which 

they are living” and is the one most relevant to this thesis (Hovil 2014: 489). ‘Local’, 

or more generally, ‘social’, integration in a new environment will be explored. De 

jure integration is primarily concerned with national belonging and the obtaining of 
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citizenship. Nonetheless, access to rights pertaining to immigration status and 

citizenship are significant in the wider sociological analysis of social network 

development.  

The following focuses on early phase social network building and social integration. 

The social relationships formed at this stage evidently arose from interaction that 

helped participants to find their feet; reflecting a “basic building block... of human 

experience” (Pescosolido 2006: 208). Thus, how asylum seekers and refugees create 

and maintain social ties and networks through their everyday lives, attitudes, 

behaviours, actions and outcomes (Campbell and Lee 1992; Pescosolido 2006), and 

their associated immigration status identity, shapes their experience in Northern 

Ireland. Furthermore, the people who make up these social networks are a constant 

influence on long-term integration. Understanding social networks’ function is of 

importance when considering their value to the actors involved (Pescosolido 2006).
178

  

 7.4.1 Importance of Co-National Relationships  

Establishing social relationships with co-nationals is crucial for integration. Kunz 

argues that if refugees “find a sufficient number of people… who speak their 

language and share their values, traditions, lifestyle, religion, political views and 

food habits… integration will be accelerated and eventual identification with the new 

country assured” (1981: 47).
179

 Ryan et al. (2008), however, warn that networks in 

close-knit communities may be hard to penetrate and the experiences of newly 

arrived migrants in accessing support should not be oversimplified. In Northern 

Ireland, with exception of the Chinese community, the communities aligned to newly 

arrived asylum seekers are generally not long-established, therefore, from a temporal 

perspective, support for and acceptance of new ‘outsiders’ should not be taken as a 

given.  

Asylum seekers and refugees in Northern Ireland spoke about actively seeking to 

find co-nationals after arrival. For example, Chamai, from Zimbabwe stated: 
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 It also provides insight into the needs of new arrivals at this crucial time; expressed through the 

contacts they develop (Zeggelink 1995). Nonetheless, individual and community, social and ‘legal’ 

circumstance also plays a vital role in formation of new social relations. 
179

 Conversely, migrants who associate only with their ethnic community run the risk of ghettoisation 

(Griffiths et al. 2005) and marginalisation (Castles and Miller 2003). 
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 [O]ne of the first things I did was, I was really interested in is there any 

Zimbabweans here and are they doing anything… There are other things, 

I can be frank with you… there are things that you won’t understand 

about my culture but I know if I have Zimbabweans I know I have people 

who will understand my culture. If I say I am hungry, I need this mealie 

pap we eat, call it sadza, if I know guys… I can get it. Yourself, I tell you 

I need that sadza, it is stress to you.  

(Refused asylum seeker, Zimbabwe) 

In this instance, co-nationals were most favourable from a cultural familiarity 

perspective. Chamai searched for Zimbabwean groups in Belfast and on Facebook. 

The general consensus on why meeting co-nationals was important is summed up by 

Muhammad, from Sudan: 

Brendan: How did you feel when you met other Sudanese people?  

Muhammad: There were things I could ask them. They offer advice, 

they tell me where is the office, where I can make my [asylum] claim, 

after they take me to get photos, show me where is [the] hotel… I was so 

glad to meet them… Yeah, I feel that everything was going to be okay. 

(Refugee, Sudan) 

Finding members of his tribe was a pressing need for Jafar. He recognised them as a 

guaranteed source of support, with social capital - favourable returns (see Chapter 

Three) - he could call upon. In addition, after finding a fellow Nigerian in an African 

food store, Anna was elated: 

Oh my God it was like, Thank God! You know in this strange land you 

don’t know anybody, there is no father, no mother, no parents, I didn’t 

know how to think, I needed somebody to talk to... She doesn’t speak my 

language but it was someone you can communicate to, at least… She was 

the one that started to say the best thing was to take asylum, she had the 

same circumcision issues, you know, she took asylum… she started to, 

you know, guide me… She told me there was a place migrants normally 

go to interact and have activity and keep busy, things like that. So she 
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introduced me to NICRAS… From that we start to go to NICRAS and we 

start to meet Nigerian and non-Nigerian people as well.  

(Discretionary Leave to Remain, Nigeria) 

Advice provided by co-nationals on important decisions regarding asylum was 

accepted as trustworthy, despite the relative weakness of these relationships. Such 

information sharing was common at this critical time; indicative of underlying 

cultural strong tie relations. Indeed, Wellems (2005) states that homophilous 

relationships are suggestive of strong ties and represent more important conduits of 

social support than ties between people with dissimilar characteristics (see also Lin et 

al. 1985; Marsden 1988).
180

 Consequently, Wellems (2005) also claims that 

individuals who develop their own homogenous networks will receive more social 

support in emergency situations than their counterparts with extensive and wide-

ranging networks. Indeed, for Numa, meeting co-nationals was imperative to 

facilitate an understanding of the local culture. Staying at the Initial Accommodation 

hostel,
181

 she emphasised disorientation and despair: 

I want just one day to go out and see some Somalian people… Amira,
182

 

she is the first person I met. I leave the Hostel and I meet her in the street 

and I say, ‘please help me because I don’t know how to eat the food from 

here. I am very hungry because I don’t eat’ …She lived [close by] and 

she bring me to her house every day. She cook rice and chicken. I didn’t 

know anyone from Somalia... but very close now, my friend. 

(Refused asylum seeker, Somalia) 
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 Wellems (2005) also suggests from studies among refugees in Dar es Salaam that shared gender 

and nationality are both significant for social network building. 
181

 Most participants, immediately following arrival, met co-nationals in either their Initial 

Accommodation or in National Asylum Support Service (NASS) accommodation; typically, a shared 

house with other asylum seekers (see Gower 2015). For fewer participants, meeting co-nationals 

occurred due to chance encounters in public spaces or in refugee support organisations. In Northern 

Ireland asylum seekers’ Initial Accommodation is arranged by the housing provider, Orchard and 

Shipman, on behalf of the international service company, Serco. It has managed the Home Office 

contract since September 2012. NASS is a section of the UK Border Agency (UKBA) within the 

Home Office. It has responsibility to support and accommodate people seeking asylum while their 

asylum application is being processed. NASS accommodation in Northern Ireland is managed by the 

Northern Ireland Housing Executive in conjunction with Orchard and Shipman. 
182

 A pseudonym has been provided. 
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Bonding between co-nationals was reinforced through shared language, identity and 

experiences.
183

 Participants spoke of the desire to speak in their mother tongue and 

the relief from loneliness and isolation felt when surrounded by their own people. 

Kozo explained that meeting a fellow West African countryman, and then a co-tribal 

member after one month in Belfast was “really important”, and that speaking his 

native language was a “release”. Co-nationals also enable cultural continuity between 

past lives and the present. Thus, Mahjub, from Sudan, claimed: 

We share one language, I understand them. We speak about my country 

and what is happening with politics in Sudan. 

(Refugee, Sudan) 

The importance of co-national relationships is reinforced by the experiences of 

people who were not able to find, develop and benefit from them. For some, the 

ability to participate in common cultural socialisation practices was difficult, if not 

impossible, due to Northern Ireland’s low immigrant, asylum seeker and refugee 

populations. For example, Dharma, from South Asia, explained: 

There is no one from [my country]. That time I was feeling like maybe if 

I have some [co-national] friend I will be more happy. Now I don’t care, 

it is okay.  

 (Asylum seeker, South Asia) 

Dharma was initially isolated by being the only person from his country in Northern 

Ireland.
184

 However, by making friends with Sudanese, Somali and Syrian asylum-

seeking men in shared accommodation: a mutual focus of activity developed (Feld 
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 Information-exchange about one’s native country was noted as a bonding experience and offered a 

degree of continuity between participants’ past and their new environment. Khaliif stated his worth to 

fellow Somalis derived from the fact that, as the most recent arrival, he could inform others of the 

current situation in Somalia. He reached Belfast in 2007 and claims he met all of the Somalis residing 

there - nine adults and five children - through the first Somalian man he met. 
184

 Other participants expressed similar difficulties. For example, Nia, from East Africa, met only 

West African women. While recognising that the stress of arrival would have been eased by sharing 

her problems with people who spoke her own language, she stated that meeting other asylum seekers 

and refugees had positive significance when dealing with her new environment. After eighteen 

months, Abhi, from South Asia, had met only four co-ethnics with families. However, being much 

younger than them, they socialised infrequently, due to an age-related cultural norm negatively 

impacting on their relationship. Relevantly, despite actively searched Facebook and communicating 

with co-nationals across Europe, Azizi only discovered fellow co-nationals many months after 

arriving in Belfast.  
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1982).
185

 Initial weak ties with diverse people provided Dharma with appropriate 

support as he claimed asylum. One of these individuals, a Syrian asylum seeker, he 

described as his “closest” friend in Belfast. Dharma did, nonetheless, intermittently 

visit co-nationals in Dublin who offered moral and financial support and he spoke of 

the importance of these interactions, despite their geographical remoteness. 

Exploration of the social ties sought by asylum seekers and refugees during the 

formative period of integration after arrival to Northern Ireland offers interesting 

insight. Co-national ties were most commonly desired. Participants recognised that 

social network building and integration with co-nationals would assist their early 

experiences by helping orientation and settlement in their new environment. 

However, the fact that several participants found it difficult to source these social 

networks is relevant and partly explained by the existence of few co-nationals with 

whom to engage.    

According to Hagan (1998), familiarity with similar Others and the support available 

through closely-bonded relationships provides advantages, which weak tie 

relationships may not experience. This, however, has not universally been 

experienced in a Northern Ireland context as the narratives of Dharma, and 

additionally, Nia, Abhi and Azizi indicate. Isolated as sole or minority individuals, 

they were forced to engage socially with weak tie individuals of diverse ethnicity. 

Nonetheless, due to their shared social location in exile (to be discussed later), 

predominantly, ‘horizontal’ weak ties were produced.
186

 

The following will provide a mostly ethnographic-centred examination of the 

preservation of shared socio-cultural identity in exile. 

 7.4.2 Shared Cultural Identity in Exile 

Generally, socio-cultural identity maintenance is an important part of settling into 

new environments whilst simultaneously retaining community roots through 
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 Dharma felt a sense of personal acceptance and protection despite their inability to verbally 

communicate. Irrespective of no shared language, social relations developed, indicating that factors 

other than cultural capital and shared culture (Bourdieu 1986: see Chapter Three) are significant. 
186

 Shared social positionality is a key factor in friendship development among asylum seekers and 

refugees in Northern Ireland. Blau (1977) suggests that the determinants of social relationship 

building, support and integration is not social or cultural values but a matter of personal associations 

such as similarity in attitudes and social position. 
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linguistic and cultural survival practices (see Hack-Polay 2008).
187

 Participant 

observation and qualitative diaries offered insight into this. When I took Florence, 

from Zimbabwe, who was eight months pregnant, and her three Zimbabwean friends 

to a farm shop outside of Belfast they bought food for Florence’s baby-shower, 

which reflected their culture (e.g. ‘tough meat’ chickens
188

 and beef bones). They 

bought products popular in Zimbabwe, which reminded them of home, Florence said, 

important cultural practices that unite her co-national friends in exile. I also took a 

Zimbabwean asylum seeker, Zandile, and a friend to purchase maize cobs from 

another Zimbabwean’s house where a van load was to be brought from Dublin. 

While waiting for the delivery to arrive in the house, we were shown a list of 

fourteen Zimbabwean friends who were due to arrive and buy cobs. They were 

mostly connected through Belfast’s Zimbabwean Community group. I recorded that: 

When the van arrived each person selected their maize cobs and paid the 

money. The two ladies with me thought they were very small and not 

value for money but were delighted to finally get maize cobs... They had 

missed them and felt that being able to cook them and eat them helped to 

connect them to their homeland. They said it helped to support their 

identity and culture as Zimbabweans.  

The latter experience clearly indicates the extent of social networking throughout 

Belfast among this specific ethnic group who, by sharing resources, create and 

reinforce ‘strength’ within the community (see Kunz 1981). Numerous mutually-

uniting strategies were recounted by participants; involving food, religious practice, 

ethnic-language classes (particularly, for children), celebration and cultural 

ceremony. 

Celebration of cultural identity was observed among the Sudanese diaspora of 

Belfast.
189

 A Sudanese Cultural Day showcased artefact displays, a presentation on 

Sudanese culture, geography and politics and opportunity for social interaction and 
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 Activities for collectively are common within immigrant communities. Palmer’s (2012) research 

among Ethiopian forced migrants in London articulates the importance of cultural spaces and 

activities in supporting their social relations building during resettlement, while reinforcing cultural 

identity and transforming well-being. Buna (coffee) ceremonies were illustrated as significant 

practices which enabled individuals, displaced by conflict, to “comprehend, manage and transform 

experiences and important social and cultural relations and practices” (2012: 76). 
188

 Egg-laying chicken eaten less commonly than non-egg-layers. 
189

 The event was attended by asylum seekers and refugees mainly; with some Sudanese economic 

migrants, other ethnic migrants and ‘locals’. 
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bonding. Observations made at the event enabled vital information-gathering about 

immigrants’ resettlement processes (see Schrover and Vermeulen 2005). Feedback 

given by attendees from the event was extremely positive. One male refugee said:  

We need to share our culture with the people of Northern Ireland so 

people know who we are.  

He also said he had been looking forward to the event as, due to work commitments, 

opportunities to socialise with other Sudanese people were limited. A powerful 

display of traditional symbolism and culture, which included food, wearing of 

traditional clothes, singing and dancing to traditional music was important for the 

community. Not only did this cultural event represent a coming-together of Sudanese 

for solidarity and identity reaffirmation for both adults and children, it also helped 

members strike a balance between their new way of life and their country of origin 

(see Newland et al. 2007). It offered an opportunity for their small community to 

become visible within Belfast by using a structured cultural-awareness approach, 

which may facilitate the development of social integration, through time.
190

 

Additionally, Evergreen, from Zimbabwe, emphasised the importance of social 

gatherings with his Zimbabwean friends. In a diary entry, he opined: 

When amongst your people you feel proud and have visions of who you 

are, your identity. It also is a platform of who you might be. Through 

fellow countrymen you can assert ways of behaviour and have 

confidence. It is very important to meet up with other Zimbabweans, to 

share views, opinions and ideas in this foreign land. Mostly I do things 

alone, like gym, reading, college, so I enjoy their company. We speak 

Ndebele, it is a form of identity as well. I find it interesting speaking my 

language in a different land… Being able to visit close friends is 

important…  

(Asylum seeker, Zimbabwe) 
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 A more explorative study by Okai (1995) in Australia among African ethnic community 

organisations found similar benefit, providing members a sense of identity, friendship, cultural 

companionship and influence in the initial and longer-term settlement process. 
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Participants’ diaries showed similar degrees of maintained contact with co-nationals. 

Evergreen interacted with co-nationals on a daily basis, chatting via phone or face-to-

face; they cooking together and conversations notably included much discussion 

about past experiences, Zimbabwe’s political instability, their futures in exile under 

the UK asylum system. Other participants’ diaries offered a similar picture, with high 

incidence of regular co-national, co-ethnic socialising and celebrations of cultural and 

national pride.  

Co-national socialisation is a significant factor in uniting displaced people. It is 

particularly important as a source of emotional and psychological strength during the 

liminal stage of identity transition, representative of the move from country of origin 

to the host country. Indeed, some participants stated that, if they could not converse 

in their native language or bond with co-nationals or co-ethnics, life in Belfast would 

be challenging.  

Unfortunately, for one participant, Dalmar, exclusion by his fellow-community 

members as a result of mistrust had significant negative emotional and psychological 

impact upon him, making this immediate existence challenging. He was seen in 

handcuffs by co-Somalis at a Belfast airport being escorted by immigration officers 

en route to detention in London, due to a temporary immigration matter. By the time 

of his return to Belfast rumours of the incident had spread throughout the Somali 

community, which resulted in him being branded a criminal and banishment from his 

co-national social networks. While reinforcing the importance of close social 

relations for well-being, demonstrated in this case in response to their withdrawal, 

Dalmar’s experience signifies the potential disadvantages of social capital. ‘Negative’ 

social capital is infrequently discussed in the literature. When emphasised, it is 

typically presented as a counter argument to the almost universal application of social 

capital as intrinsically positive and a ‘transformative’ force (Portes 1998; Portes and 

Landolt 2000; Sobel 2002).  

Portes (1998) alluded to four negative consequences of social capital
191

 and stated 

that while “social ties can bring about greater control over wayward behaviour and 

provide privileged access to resources”, they can also restrict individual freedoms and 
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 These include: “exclusion of outsiders, excess claims on group members, restrictions on individual 

freedoms, and downward levelling norms” (Portes: 1998: 15). 
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exclude non-members (1998: 21). The incident with Dalmar is an example of how the 

same ‘out-casting’ of particular individuals can also be used to disenfranchise 

insiders. Through the stringent placing of social and behavioural boundaries, Dalmar, 

was ostracised. The ‘effective norms’ (from Coleman 1988) which protect and 

regulate the social network, or in this case the community of Somalis, and set the 

conditions for social capital to be accrued, also exclude directly and isolate when a 

real or perceived threat to the group is identified. This can be to the detriment of the 

excluded, who, as this case illustrates, was subjected to embarrassment, ridicule and 

social isolation, cast as a pariah and unable to rely on sources of support which had 

previously existed.   

To summarise, homogeneous networks - co-national, in particular - provide a safety 

net and sense of belonging in an alien society (however, as Dalmar’s case illustrates, 

adherence to ‘effective norms’ is compulsory). These are evidently the social 

relations that asylum seekers and refugees in Northern Ireland wish to attain in times 

of vulnerability, because of language and cultural barriers and due to contested 

socialisation norms.  

7.5 Towards Social Integration 

The discussion thus far has largely focused on co-national (and co-ethnic) social 

network building and the associated social capital accrued. Wider social integration 

will now be explored. Social networks provide an important system of linking 

individuals to other people and institutions enabling access to various forms of social 

support (Stack 1983; Wellman 1999). They fulfil many roles including socialisation, 

emotional support, access to material gain and information exchange. For 

immigrants, social networks may be a lifeline, which provides access to particular 

resources that facilitate settlement and integration. Generally, social capital is widely 

accepted as integral to solidarity and cultural continuity among immigrants 

(Menjivar 2000). However, Ryan et al. (2008: 677) stress:  

The idea that newly arrived migrants can derive social capital and fulfil 

all their practical and emotional needs from within their own community 

networks not only overestimates the availability of resources but also 

simplifies the complexity and diversity within these groups.  
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While ‘bonding’ with co-ethnics may help migrants ‘get by’, the ‘social leverage’ 

mobilised through weak ties between people, such as friends-of-friends or indirect 

acquaintances, helps migrants ‘get ahead’ (Briggs 1998; Van Meeteren et al. 2009 

with reference to ‘irregular’ migrants in Belgium). Such weak ties, or ‘bridging’ ties 

(Putnam 2000), provide new, non-stagnant information and opportunities, which 

allow for the accrual of social capital.   

In a small-scale study of Angolan refugees in rural Zambia by Williams (1993), 

respondents formed social relationships with non-kin individuals to a much larger 

extent than had been previously believed.
192

 In addition, she discovered that those 

social networks were the channels par excellence through which refugees were able 

to rebuild their livelihoods in a new and unfamiliar environment. However, while 

Granovetter (1973) stressed the importance of weak ties for social advancement, 

particularly in relation to accessing the labour market, Koopmans (2009) asserts that 

the reality is not always this clear cut. As such, indiscriminate weak ties may not 

necessarily provide gains and social ties to people who possess “superior knowledge 

and influence”, regardless of the tie ‘strength’, may produce better results (Wegener 

1991: 60). Social networks with weak tie immigrants, therefore, may be less valuable 

than with co-nationals who have and share relevant resources of greater worth. 

Recognising this claim, the context in which social relatedness occurs and the 

particular resources desired at any particular time are fundamentally important 

considerations, and will be discussed below.  

Common, but not universal, among the participants in this study was re-socialisation 

which began amongst co-nationals and co-ethnics, then widened to other immigrants 

and then to ‘local’ people. For example, when asked about the people he associated 

with since his arrival five years ago, Kaafi, from Somalia, stated: 

Lots of Somalian people, then other foreign people, then Irish people. 

(Refugee, Somalia) 

Anna’s experience reinforced this model of integration during her first years living in 

Belfast. While she emphasised the importance of initially meeting fellow Nigerians 

for orientation, she soon engaged with community organisations and met asylum 
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 See contemporary studies by Malkki (1995), Rose et al. (1998), Calhoun (2010) and Chase (2014). 
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seekers and refugees of diverse nationalities. Meeting people from other parts of the 

world who shared her exile situation encouraged social bonding as they “understood 

each other”. However, through time, leaving shared Housing Association 

accommodation and moving to West Belfast with her family enabled further 

integration with ‘local’ people and a gained sense of “belonging” in Belfast. For 

example, she learned of the political and religious tensions in the city but soon 

acknowledged the move was a “blessing in disguise”: 

Then I was the only foreigner living in that area. It happens I was moved 

to a very brilliant neighbourhood. It was a family area and people come to 

play [socialise].  

(Discretionary Leave to Remain, Nigeria) 

Anna actively participated in community projects, including Neighbourhood Watch, 

and began to meet her neighbours who encouraged her integration into their 

community. She refers to these new neighbours as her “closest” friends, with whom 

she has built up the ‘thick trust’ and honesty, which is necessary for the creation of 

strong social networks (Putnam 2000).  

Nia and Kate, from East Africa and Nigeria, respectively, had similar experiences to 

Anna. After an initial short period residing in the ‘right’ neighbourhoods - inclusive 

and friendly, they each developed diverse social networks and became less 

dependent on co-ethnic ties. Their children provided a key impetus to engage in host 

community activities, which facilitated a diversification of their social ties. 

Evidenced here is the fluid nature of social networks; changing with the evolving 

needs and circumstances of the individual over time (Morgan 1990). Indeed, as Ryan 

et al. suggest, “newly-arrived migrants may adapt the types of networks they 

establish over time as they become familiar with their new environment” (2008: 

675). Nonetheless, Nia, Kate and Anna each acknowledged that integration was 

relatively easy due a willingness to mix socially, to volunteer and engage in 

community-focused projects and most importantly, because of highly-developed 

English language proficiency. Confident to socialise and not be heavily reliant on co-

ethnic friends allowed ‘bonding’ and ‘bridging’ to co-exist (Putnam 2007). Personal 

attitudes and cultural capital (see Bourdieu 1986; discussed in Chapter Three), thus, 

has a significant role to play in social network building and integration. 
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For Percy, from Zimbabwe, integration was speedily facilitated as he had a brother in 

Belfast with residency status. This provided not only initial support but also access to 

his brother’s social networks making his integration much easier than for asylum 

seekers without such ‘migrant network’ social capital. However, Percy received 

refugee protection shortly after arriving and subsequent employment, study and 

volunteering, additionally, facilitated access to diverse people.
193

 He considered his 

current social network to include mostly ‘local’ people, met through employment, 

and some Zimbabweans. Percy was also aware that his extensive social network and 

current economic opportunities had been enabled by possession of cultural capital, 

provided by his previous education and social standing.  This echoes Bourdieu’s 

(1986) statement about economic and cultural capital facilitating widened 

networking and providing enhanced access to social support and resources.  

Whilst making ‘linking’ (weak) ties - social relationships fostered with people of 

different power or social status (see Woodcock 1998) - is evidently more difficult for 

asylum seekers, and particularly ‘refused’ asylum seekers, exceptions nonetheless 

were uncovered. Abhi, from South Asia, provides another example of how 

possessing cultural capital, confidence, skills and English-language proficiency eases 

the building of ‘linking’ ties, reflecting the advantage of being a well-educated 

English speaker. These competences enabled him to create opportunities, for 

example, by independently joining social activism groups and undertaking a short 

university course where he met diverse people of higher social standing.  

Making a more focused examination of wider integration shows that participants’ 

experiences varied greatly. Anna’s response to the interview question, “Was it easy 

to meet ‘local’ people?” indicates the dynamic between newly arrived asylum 

seekers and the indigenous population:  

Yeah, if you are ready to. If you are ready to talk to people, they will talk 

to you. If you just lock your door, nobody will disturb you. If you want to 

stay alone people will let you but if you are ready to mingle with them, 

they will talk.  

(Discretionary Leave to Remain, Nigeria) 
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 Receipt of political security - refugee protection - gained from change in immigration status, was 

also key to realisation of the value within individuals’ personal resources. 
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On the other hand, all of the Chinese participants spoke of associating almost 

exclusively with other Chinese people since their arrival in Northern Ireland. They 

were, however, all involved in community groups (e.g. women’s groups, parent and 

toddler groups)
194

 and agreed that their children provided a significant means of 

becoming acquainted with new people, as previously emphasised. Children proved to 

be a vital source of initial local integration and enabled access to diverse social 

networks; for women, in particular (see Ryan et al. 2008). Significantly, for the 

Chinese participants, these relationships were never enduring, only passing in 

nature.
195

 Chong described such encounters:  

…we say ‘hi’, and say ‘bye bye’, nothing close.  

(Refused asylum seeker, China) 

Nevertheless, these simple acknowledgements were perceived positively and, he 

stated, they made him feel welcome. He compared them favourably with the 

reception of other Chinese people, whom he referred to as not being as friendly. After 

ten years, Chong claimed he had not developed strong diverse relations due to a 

language barrier, lack of confidence, a shyness, fear of causing offence and restricted 

opportunities.  

Also of relevance, here, is the fact that some participants actively limited their social 

mixing with fellow nationals. Reasons given included: relationship-politics, in-

fighting, rumours and gossip, tribal and religious conflicts, a desire to spend time 

alone, avoidance of negative discussion about immigration status and the Home 

Office, a priority to make a fresh start, to integrate and learn the ‘local’ language and 

culture. Hamza, from Sudan, explained his motivation:  
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 Beggs et al. (1996) have argued that individuals embedded in more homogenous networks, such as 

the Chinese participants in this study, are less likely to seek formal institutional support than those in 

more diversified networks because of the effectiveness of the support provided. Indeed, this would 

appear to be the case, in this instance. Due to the availability of support within their long-established 

community, the Chinese participants sought limited formal support and only did so in relation to 

education and child care assistance. For almost all other participants, formal institutional assistance 

was crucial to help negotiate the asylum process and for orientation and social networking support. 

However, in relation to Chinese asylum claimants, the experience of a Bryson Intercultural 

representative was that they sought formal support as a last resort. Culture and in-community personal 

assistance generally fulfilled their needs (see Beggs et al. 1996). 
195

 Reference here can be made to ‘nodding relationships’ and ‘absent ties’, discussed by Rose et al. 

(1998) and Granovetter (1973), respectively. Despite the lack of verbal or physical contact, their 

generalised association through shared activities encouraged a sense of welcome. 
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I don’t have a problem with Sudanese people but I need to learn about 

here and speak English. I need to know their language, culture, life here. I 

need time to meet other people.  

(Asylum seeker, Sudan) 

Contact with natives is recognised as being beneficial for second-language 

acquisition (Chiswick and Millar 1995; Koopmans 2009).
196

 Language skill 

development was a priority for Hamza and influenced the formation of his social 

networks, consequently reducing his contact with co-nationals. Meanwhile, for both 

Henry and Abigail, from Nigeria, social network construction was subjective and 

tailored, centred on an intellectual connection and not national identity. They said: 

Henry: I believe in general friends... I will not pick you as my friend 

because you are Nigerian. I will pick you as a friend because you are a 

friend… It is not about you being Nigerian and I will be your friend. 

Abigail: Basically the desire is to meet like-minds… And we are in a 

global-village… So it is not necessary, it doesn’t have to be that if you are 

Nigerian you have to do that home thing, you know, if you really want to 

feel the home thing just go on google, go to Hollywood or Bollywood and 

watch movies.  

(Asylum seekers, Nigeria) 

One reason for lack of co-ethnic integration is rarely presented or discussed in detail 

within literature: having had a negative pre-migration experience.
197

 McMichael and 

Manderson stress that war and displacement “erodes social reciprocity, trust, and 

social cohesion” as the “social conflict and hostilities that provoke displacement and 

eventual migration continue to inform social relations after resettlement” (2004: 

89).
198

 Strongly negative memories of co-nationals may create mistrust, which 

remains in the country of settlement. Some female participants in this study stated a 

reluctance to associate with men of similar nationality, which arose from previous 
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 Marger’s (2006) Canadian study with female immigrants reinforces this. Incidentally, it was found 

that, weak ties were pursued and strong co-ethnic ties were forsaken. Although language was one 

factor, others included a desire to independently establish themselves in the new environment and 

forge ties with the host society. 
197

 Emphasis within this area of study is typically placed on the positives that stem from informal 

social networks for asylum seekers (Menjivar 2000; McMichael and Manderson 2004). 
198

 Their research focuses on the well-being of Somali women refugees in Australia. 
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treatment endured by co-national men prior to departure from their origin country.
199

 

For instance, Nora refused to engage with anyone from her West Asian country due 

to resentment from past atrocities and fear of being identified in exile. A Nigerian 

woman, met during participant observation in NICRAS, claimed that she was an 

asylum seeker and could not take employment, but would not volunteer or work with 

any African people as she does not trust them. She noted: “black men”, particularly 

men from Nigeria, “all lie”.
200

 According to McMichael and Manderson (2004: 88), 

displaced women “use the past to give meaning to their present situation” and their 

well-being in exile cannot only be determined by contemporary social structures and 

activities. Furthermore, they suggest that the “overriding sense that social networks 

have been eroded and fractured… is a significant source of sadness, distress, anxiety, 

and depression” (2004: 96). 

To tie this argument together, social network formation and development does not 

follow a one-size-fits-all linear pattern of socialisation. Nevertheless, a general 

integration model, which suggests a transition from co-nationals, other immigrants, to 

‘locals’ is assumed as reflective of most participants’ generalised socialisation 

experiences. Based on temporal and contextual dimensions and from a need and 

opportunity perspective, asylum seekers and refugees have varying immediate post-

arrival emotional, informational and cultural requirements. However, after a period of 

settling-in, a desire to focus on wider integration becomes apparent, though not 

consistently. For some this pattern was strategic, as evidenced by Hamza, who 

specifically opted to meet ‘locals’ in an effort to improve his English language skills 

and cultural awareness. In this sense, sociability is deliberately constructed (Portes 

2000) and specific social ties with ‘locals’ are pursued, which would benefit both the 

present and the future (from Bourdieu 1986). Furthermore, such wider integration is 
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 Adding a novel perspective to this argument, Wellems (2005) argues that during a re-positioning of 

social networks during exile in Dar es Salaam, “refugee women demonstrate[d] an increased level of 

independence from men, whereas refugee men experience an increased level of dependence on the 

support provided by female network members” (2005: 66). Analysis from the current study also 

suggests that due to the increased number of strong homophilous ties formed during resettlement 

women depend on other women for their support and less on men, contradicting traditional patriarchal 

societal structures. Access to money and provisioned accommodation affords a safety-net during the 

asylum process and after, should refugee status be granted, which secures a degree of independence. 

While the opposite happens with men, showing that morals, traditions and customs regarding 

opposite-sex social relations are weakened post-flight (see Turshen and Twagiramariya 1998), 

enabling more social tie formation with women. Wellems’ (2005) findings provide an insightful 

perspective among social network formation which was not considered as comprehensively in this 

current study. 
200

 Bad experiences in Nigeria and London, where she previously resided, informed this judgement. 
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most assessable to individuals with cultural capital - namely language and education 

capacity - and economic capital, which makes diverse social network involvement 

possible. Additionally, individual determination and ambition plays a significant part 

in who meets, interacts and forms relationships with whom, while integration 

opportunity realisation through children and hospitably of neighbourhoods and 

communities are also applicable.  

Equally important is analysis of why this anticipated integration model does not work 

for some asylum seekers and refugees. Past traumatic experiences, language, 

confidence and cultural barriers, preference of socialisation, social exclusion (through 

‘negative’ social capital), and constrained social interactions resulting from low 

population numbers, as previously discussed, explain why particular social 

integration trajectories are pursued.  

A gendered view of socialisation and integration has also been highlighted. With few 

exceptions, women had a more restrictive and isolating social network-building 

experience. This centred predominantly on reluctance due to mistrust, resentment, 

fear of men and cultural socialisation norms, while language and child-minding 

responsibilities also played a role. For some women these limiting factors diminished 

over time as they orientated themselves in their new socio-political environment and 

found greater freedom and confidence to mix socially.  

Male asylum seekers and refugees were recognised as having a relatively 

advantageous position regarding integration, having not experienced these barriers, or 

at least not to an equal degree. Although, limited cultural and economic capital and 

opportunity are deterrents which cross the gender divide. It is worth noting that the 

inability to enter the labour market experienced by asylum seekers and some refugees 

was highlighted as a further integration barrier. Mostly stated by men, this limitation 

was expressed upon reflection of the importance of social networks developed 

through workplaces prior to exiting their country of origin.    

These findings are important when considering how best to support asylum seeker 

and refugee integration in their asylum areas/countries. They deliver insight into the 

importance of specific social ties and networks for asylum seekers and refugees, 

especially for those without ‘migrant networks’ available for post-arrival assistance.  
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 7.5.1 Relationship Forming with ‘Locals’  

Knowing someone with connections to an existing diverse social group, including 

‘local’ people, enables meeting and relationship-building with new and diverse 

people and allows ‘bridging’ to occur (Putnam 2000).
201

 However, few opportunities 

presented for asylum seekers - mostly - and refugees to meet and get to know ‘local’ 

people. Not knowing people who could act as brokers (see Burt 1992) and span the 

space between distinct social clusters, was frequently reported.
 
Azizi stated why this 

is the case:   

…you need to know local people to meet local people. It is hard for 

foreigners... I am only three years old in the country. It is hard to have so 

many local people connected to me... I could write a list of foreign people 

who I would probably call friends better than I would call local friends. 

You know, because no matter where you go you will never become a 

local or it will take a very long time.  

(Refused asylum seeker, East Africa) 

However, Azizi had established a romantic relationship with a Belfast woman who 

introduced him to her family and friends. He discovered that joining this new social 

network offered multiple advantages - tangible practical and quantifiable ‘positive’ 

social capital, which would not otherwise have been available. These included: 

accessing ‘black market’ employment, social and material support, such as trusted 

people to babysit his young children, receiving a bicycle when he could not afford 

public transport. He also gained knowledge of life in Northern Ireland from citizens’ 

viewpoints, which he found vital to help him cope with his own precarious 

circumstances. His girlfriend also provided accommodation when he was rendered 

destitute as a ‘refused’ asylum seeker: a source of stability not experienced by other 

participants with similar immigration status. In recognition of Putnam’s (2000) view 

of social integration, and Azizi’s experience, it can be argued that asylum seekers and 

refugees who mix socially as members of diverse social networks have greater access 
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 This develops similarly to when new arrivals are introduced to co-nationals through a relationship 

link with an individual with a large co-national social network. 
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to favourable social capital that leads to greater diversity in material and social 

returns and more trusting personal relationships with a broader range of people.
202

 

The general trend was that opportunities for developing such close relationships, 

whether with ‘locals’ or other non-refugee foreign nationals were limited. 

Participants, with few exceptions, spoke of knowing ‘locals’ but not having lasting 

strong bonds. Consequently, gaining access to these social networks was indicated by 

some as difficult, reflecting the previously discussed Chinese participants’ 

experiences. Azizi claimed that often citizens do not understand asylum seekers and 

refugees lives, echoing Bloch’s observation that “anything less than full citizenship 

will impede settlement because members of the host society do not see the migrant as 

part of that society” (Bloch 2000: 78). Kaafi elaborates:  

You know, to meet local people I feel I have a little bit of a problem 

because we are not the same life, we are not the same level, we have 

different ideas, there is so many differences. 

(Refugee, Somalia) 

Being labelled as a ‘foreigner’ was also identified as an obstacle to integration, 

which made relationship-forming with ‘local’ people difficult. Language barriers, 

‘pub’ culture, and lack of opportunities for social mixing were identified as disablers 

of wider social integration. Being in a disadvantaged social-political position as new 

arrivals, asylum seekers and refugees often have no option but to ‘bond’ with similar 

Others when opportunities to ‘bridge’ beyond close relations are limited. This not 

only increases social isolation but also reinforces ghettoisation (see Castles and 

Miller 2003; Griffiths et al. 2005). 

 7.5.2 Strategic Relationships with People who “help” 

A significant majority of participants developed positive relations with 

representatives from civic associations: churches, community organisations, refugee 
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 This analysis emulates that of Calhoun’s (2010) during a UNHCR study on levels of social trust 

among refugees in Jordan. Participation in community centres, volunteering and social activities, 

predominantly for women, supported strengthening social capital by giving greater opportunities to 

meet people. Interestingly, less activities directed at men meant they had fewer diverse social relations 

than women. Furthermore, Calhoun (2010) analysed that men suffered more psychologically than 

women in response to the lack of right to work legally. Not having the opportunity to develop social 

ties through the workplace, where they would typically create social connections, men were more 

prone to isolate themselves from one another. 
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support organisations and women’s groups. The associated ‘local’ staff and 

volunteers were commonly considered to be part of their social network. Nora, from 

West Asia, mentioned only knowing a few ‘locals’, including her landlord, social 

worker and the staff of two refugee support organisations.
203

 Mahjub, from Sudan, 

referred to the leader of a Mediation NI community project as his “best friend”, and 

stated that, through her, he had met other ‘local’ people although they were not close. 

Dahab, from Somalia, spoke of only meeting ‘local’ people when he needed help to 

complete forms. Unlike personal friendships, these ‘strategic’ relationships were not 

defined by normative constraints or additional societal factors, which typically 

influence levels of mutual exchange. Indeed, reciprocity, which is recognised as a 

defining facet of close relationships (Plickert et al. 2007), was not necessarily part of 

these relations but, nonetheless, trust was. Relationships afforded by provision of 

specific support facilitated this weak tie relationship ‘bridging’ or ‘linking’ with key 

figures. Indeed, Kaafi referred to the only citizen he knows well, not a friend per se 

but rather as “the closest person [to] all Somali people in Belfast”. He continued: 

He look after us, if you are a family man he [comes to] your door some 

time. Every two weeks or three weeks he call you, ‘hi man, what about 

your kids, what about your family, how are you feeling, do you have any 

problems?’ He help us a lot. That man is very important for Somalian 

people. I think maybe if he moved most of Somalian people they move 

from Belfast, that is what we believe. He make the connection between us 

and the local people always. 

(Refugee, Somalia) 

Kaafi was referring to a church leader who supports and advocates on behalf of 

asylum seekers and refugees, whom he described as his first point of contact should 

he experience a crisis. Friendships made through churches and support organisations, 

which provided support, were identified as relationships of convenience (Fischer 

1977) by some participants. They were clearly distinguished from “real”, close 

friendships.
204

 For example, Zitounti stated: 
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 Adnan, from Syria, explained that they were known because “they help” and have insider 

knowledge, which facilitated both material and social gains. 
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 For others, however, the opposite was true, where faith group membership, including churches and 

mosques, was central to friendship development. 
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Lots of friends help me [but] that is not real friend… it is not NICRAS or 

Church.  

(Refused asylum seeker, North Africa) 

However, the strong social ties formed while volunteering at one particular 

organisation for many years were significant for Zitouni. During that time lasting 

bonds were developed, suggesting a blurring of the friendship binary he first 

suggested. The difference being that the latter relationship was collegial and not 

based on dependency or strategic need. This demonstrates the potential for building 

strong friendships within ‘formal’ support institutions facilitated by time and mutual 

relatedness.  

‘Strategic’ friendship, furthermore, was the term used by Azizi to describe 

relationships built with other asylum seekers, and refugees, as well as with support 

organisations. He referred to their mutual benefit, stating: 

…if we don’t benefit each other, we are wasting each other’s time. 

Immigration status matters when building social relations, in this context. Azizi’s 

determination to make friends may be interpreted as having been motivated by an 

almost utilitarian desire to accrue social benefits, and accords with the definition of 

social capital by Bourdieu (1986; see Chapter Three). Here, accruing benefits for 

future use is emphasised in what Portes refers to as the “deliberate construction of 

sociability” (2000: 45). Azizi reinforced this practice: 

You have to go and meet them. You have to go look for them. Especially 

if you are not from their country, you have to go meet them. You meet 

them through the people you associate with… Most of them would be at 

projects held by charitable organisations... Most of my friends would 

come through charity because my life is being controlled by being given. 

I always look to be helped …Yeah, through charities. 

(Refused asylum seeker, East Africa) 

The function and content of social ties is, therefore, firmly aligned with differentiated 

contexts. ‘Formal’ ties with service providers were considered important for practical, 

material and informational support provision. ‘Strategic’ ties were necessary during 
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particular periods of participants’ formative years in Belfast, which made them of 

significant value. They were necessitated by participants’ circumstances as persons-

in-exile and their critical need, caused by vulnerability, as they meandered through 

the interstitial liminal restrictedness of the asylum process. Some such ties, however, 

did move beyond professional and became recognised as friendships: new strong ties. 

Emphasising the relevance of context, once again, the following will provide further 

reasoning for particular social network building patterns among asylum seekers, 

specifically, and refugees, based on mutual foci and shared identity in exile. 

7.6 Foci of Activity and Shared Socio-Political Identity 

The role of particular places that encourage diverse dyadic friendships and social 

network building within both the early stages of settlement and within formative 

months and years will be explored. Typically, specific places (i.e. provisioned 

accommodation, organisations) purposefully function to serve newly arrived asylum 

seekers’ needs, referred by Feld (1981: 1016) as an “extra-network social structure”, 

which produces social network patterns. The sharing of activities, he suggests, helps 

to develop friendships: shared motivation and circumstance drives individuals to 

participate in specific activities and spaces. In Belfast, Kunaka, from Zimbabwe, 

stated that he meets mostly the same people: “people with no work and no 

entitlement”. Their shared personal context in a new environment provides the 

embeddedness of their relatedness (see Feld and Carter 1998; Carsten 2000).
205

 

The Initial Accommodation Hostel and Bryson Intercultural were mentioned as 

significant foci for social network formation during the first days and weeks after 

arrival. Meeting with both similar and diverse people occurred, creating friendships 

with non-nationals partially because of the “economies of scarcity” (Adams and 

Allan 1998: 9). Such friendships are a basic survival resource for disadvantaged (or 

poor) individuals. The mutual support provided among new friends resulted from the 

similarity of their circumstances in exile. This point resonates with observations from 

Chase’s (2014) research on refugee women in a day centre in Canada, and Wells’ 
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 Generally, new persons met in this study typically shared similar immigration status, either asylum 

seeker or refugee. Mutual and regular contact created a relatedness that enabled them to socially bond. 

McPherson et al. (2001) recognise that homophilous relations form due to geographic propinquity, 

presence of specific organisations, and shared positioning of individuals and family structures. All bar 

the latter are evident here. Sharing of experiences in exile, however, is the most predominant uniting 

factor. For example, Muhammad explained that his diverse group of newly acquainted friends spoke 

of only a few subjects: Home Office interviews and their anxiety about claiming asylum.  
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(2011) study of refugee youth in London, where despite the weakness of their ties, 

their comparable social positioning in exile drew them together, enabled through 

formal institutions (organisations and support facilities).   

Reference, once again, to Azizi’s experience as a newly arrived asylum seeker 

identifies the formation of friendship ties born from shared experience and specific 

foci. It also depicts the voluntary nature of certain friendships (see Feld and Carter 

1998). Azizi described aspects of his fourteen-day stay in the Initial Accommodation 

Hostel. It encapsulates the relational understanding between two individuals based on 

shared experience of early stage asylum-seeking. He was eating breakfast provided 

by the hostel at the time: 

She came like a normal African women and she said, ‘are they still giving 

you them sandwiches?’ >laugh< And I said, ‘what do you mean?’ She 

said, ‘they used to give them to me when I stayed here. Do they still give 

those Tesco pizzas with no toppings on?’ ...I said, ‘that is what we get 

sometimes’. She looked at me and said, ‘come on over and I’ll get you 

some breakfast’. She showed me where she lived. She invited me up three 

or four times. She told me how life has been for her and how to get help, 

how to ask for help or look for help… The important small details, which 

gave me a breakthrough. 

He explained why he believed she made this offer: 

First of all, I think out of her experience as an asylum seeker she knew 

what people went through at [the] Hostel and that thought changed her 

mind about those people that she will meet… And if I went there now 

with my own comfortability, seeing people eating those sandwiches… I 

would probably just do the same thing... So maybe it is because of her 

own experiences that we made friends.  

(Refused asylum seeker, East Africa) 

Residing in NASS housing, after the Initial Accommodation period, was further 

discussed as a rich site for friendship formation. While some participants spoke of 

living only with co-nationals, a decision made by the asylum housing authority, most 

lived with people of diverse nationalities. Narratives of communal living during the 
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asylum process indicated mostly positive experiences which enabled friendship 

development. Length of time in NASS accommodation ranged from weeks to years. 

Discussing his previous living arrangements, Muhammad, from Sudan, stated: 

There was one from Morocco, one from Somalia, one Africa Congo… 

Still friends. Because all arrive the same time, we were new. Staying in 

the same house we were like brothers. 

(Refugee, Sudan) 

Muhammad’s experience of shared housing was frequently acknowledged by other 

participants. Communal accommodation provided a space for newly arrived asylum 

seekers to establish relationships with people beyond their national identity. The 

context in which lives at the post-arrival stage are placed is a determining factor for 

relationship building; it is the starting point of friendships (see Adams and Allan 

1998). 

The speed at which close friendships can form provides an insight into the vulnerable 

realities of asylum seekers post-flight, where an imperative to re-establish social 

contact exists. While the diversity of newcomer networks in Northern Ireland is 

contextually-defined, each network shares a commonality with reference to the gains 

received from them. As Bourdieu declared, “the profits which accrue from 

membership in a group are the basis of the solidarity which makes them possible” 

(1986: 249). Understanding context is a necessity when precarious circumstances are 

faced, as it becomes imperative to build and maintain relationships that are mutually 

supportive. Foci are significantly influential as resources from which asylum seekers’ 

social network formation begins and is maintained. Next, the role of NICRAS as a 

focus of activity will be explored in more detail.  

 7.6.1 A Place of Social Network Formation: NICRAS 

The point has been made that the social context in which individuals live has a direct 

impact upon the places or foci in which they engage and resultantly shapes the social 

networks they form. Indeed, Calhoun (2010: 22) states in relations to refugees in 

Jordan: “community centres are important engines of social capital formation”. The 

importance of foci of activity (Feld 1982) for social network building will now be 

examined by looking at the role NICRAS - a Refugee Support Organisation located 
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in Belfast. Participants commonly remarked on the significance NICRAS had in 

helping them settle in Belfast as it is a critical initial focus of activity for asylum 

seekers and refugees. Participants spoke of how NICRAS facilitated their ability to 

access support and services when they arrived. With few exceptions, they continued 

to attend frequently for social reasons and secondary practical support provision.  

NICRAS is an organisation that facilitates fulfilling asylum seekers’ and refugees’ 

needs over a range of settlement trajectories by providing information, advice and 

practical assistance; all useful resources for new immigrants. NICRAS was described 

by participants as a place of significant importance for the forging and maintenance 

of social ties between asylum seekers and refugees; a site similar to those described 

by Rose et al. (1998), Chase (2008) and Wells (2011) in various international 

contexts. Wells suggested the Refugee Centre at the focus of her study was “an 

important and creative space for young refugees” where regular meetings of young 

refugees occurred in London (2011: 325).  

NICRAS was acknowledged as an organisation that supported asylum seekers’ and 

refugees’ particular needs and was praised for its advice service, English classes, 

social and volunteer activities, signposting to other agencies and support of destitute 

asylum seekers. As a focus of activities and support provision, it draws asylum 

seekers and refugees on a regular basis. Beyond service provision, NICRAS was 

portrayed as being a meeting point and a “safe” place for asylum seekers and 

refugees; a centre for social interaction. It was highlighted by many participants as 

central to their social networks. Jafar wrote in his diary: 

Going back home about 3.30… after that I do my homework… As I 

always do, I pass NICRAS, it’s very near to my house, to check on my 

friends and see some people I can’t see at college. Friends from Sudan, 

Morocco, Zimbabwe, Somalia and all over. In NICRAS I don’t need to 

arrange to meet friends as I always find someone there. We talk about 

different things, like news, law, Home Office do this, benefits. I mostly 

speak to Arabic speakers.  

 (Refugee, Sudan) 
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Khaliif also referred to NICRAS as a place where he would drop by to meet people. 

He would meet other Somalis and “keep regular culture”. However, out of their 

sight, he would arrange to drink alcohol with young Arab men. As they were all 

asylum seekers and had limited finances, NICRAS was a place to “just chill, hang 

around with people… and stay out of trouble”. Furthermore, NICRAS’s functionality 

as a communal ‘open’ space is reminiscent of Duneier’s (1992) observations of 

customer interaction in a Chicago restaurant located in an integrated neighbourhood. 

He explained that regular customers could be sure of meeting other patrons they 

knew without ever having to pre-arrange to meet.
206

 “The regularity of the temporal 

structure and having a convenient place to meet…” (Adams and Allan 1998: 5) 

provided frequent social interactions, which in turn enabled social ties between one 

another to form. This resonates with the asylum seekers and refugees in Belfast who 

make regular unscheduled visits to NICRAS. They recognise that they will meet 

known Others or, in their absence, meet someone else with whom to engage. The 

social, inclusive, environment in which NICRAS operates enables patrons to come 

and go as they desire, socialise and develop relationships in a spontaneous manner. 

In light of the literature discussed, NICRAS represents a focus of activity where 

temporal and spatial dimensions have relevance. Indeed, as McPherson et al. (2001: 

433) state: “When we look at ties closer than mere co-membership, we find that 

many friendships, confiding relations, and social support ties are formed within 

voluntary groups”.  

During a participant observation study I observed people chatting together at 

NICRAS and took the following notes: 

Another man from Zimbabwe joined us in the waiting room. He tells 

other patrons in the waiting room that he claimed asylum in 2004 in 

Belfast but moved to London to be with a friend who was living there. 

His asylum claim was continued. He was advised by his solicitor to return 

to Belfast to get confirmation of his case because it was lodged in Belfast. 

He was unsure why he had to do this but returned regardless. He spent 

one year in Belfast, 9 years in London and returned to Belfast only 3 

weeks ago. Upon hearing that he has been waiting 10 years, a Nigerian 
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 The contextualisation of meeting places discussed by Adams and Allan (1998) with consideration 

of both the temporal and spatial aspects around interaction at particular foci is recognisable here. 
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lady said: ‘If I had to wait 10 years I would kill myself. No work, no life 

for 10 years, I would rather be dead’. In response to this the Zimbabwean 

man said, ‘you learn to deal with it and get by whichever way you can. 

You have to always have hope that one day the wait will be over’.  

The conversation, though centred on a bleak topic, helps in illustrating that attendees 

at NICRAS have a sense of communality within the asylum system, living within it 

or having gone through it, and they gain support from sharing experiences. Dharma 

reinforces this point, stating that solidarity was forged at NICRAS because they share 

a particular commonality which makes them vulnerable:
207

 

We don’t have paper or don’t have jobs or don’t have real life, no family 

and nothing to look after, just ourselves. 

(Asylum seeker, South Asia) 

This was a recurrent theme in conversation, reinforced during a focus group 

discussion with three Sudanese ‘refused’ asylum seekers about their social networks 

in Northern Ireland. NICRAS stood out as their most prominent focus for social 

network formation, although they also mentioned the Sudanese Community group, 

Homeplus - a refugee and homeless support organisation - and local libraries. The 

three men were best friends and had met in NICRAS. Abkr said they were always 

together because they “have the same situation”. Krown added that they have 

nowhere to go and socialise only at refugee support organisations or in Belfast’s city 

centre. Their social networks were representative of networks with ‘closure’, as 

described by Coleman (1988); made up of dense ‘linkages’ and involving members 

who share communality and know each other intimately.
208

  

Partly due to issues of language, but also because of their immigration status as 

‘refused’ asylum seekers, the three Sudanese men depended on close co-national 

friends for accommodation and emotional support.
209

 After almost ten years they had 
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 Dharma not only provides a place of shelter at times when his friends are rendered destitute after 

being ‘refused’ asylum but also accompanies them on the streets at night to keep a watchful eye over 

them when a many are homeless at one time. Despite their weak ties origins, he considered them close 

friends. Mutual vulnerability was the impetus for this strong linkage.  
208

 Coleman (1988) argued such networks provide the optimum source of social capital and are 

governed by effective norms and collective sanctions. They are dependable and ‘strong’ despite their 

‘weak’ origins among ‘strangers’. 
209

 The effect of immigration status positioning is most evident in this example. 
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no desire to mix socially beyond co-ethnics and did not attend social activities or 

clubs as ‘immigration’ was continually on their mind. Lack of finance was another 

factor which inhibited their opportunities to meet diverse people. They are currently 

homeless and explained they have nothing to do each day only find food at charities, 

keep each other company and talk about their situation. NICRAS provided a meeting 

point, a familiar location where they could socialise and feel a sense of security.  

Furthermore, David, from Zimbabwe, also explained he now knows many people 

from all over the world, in Belfast, whom he would not have met otherwise without 

NICRAS. While, Azizi, stated that NICRAS members and staff were his “closest” 

friends:  

If NICRAS wasn’t there I don’t think I would know so many people. I 

have a very good respect for it. I don’t just think of it as a place to come 

and get money, to spend the day, try and move a day along. I try to treat it 

as a special place, as a place that has helped me for so many years.  

(Refused asylum seeker, East Africa) 

This viewpoint was shared by others:   

I have got so many friends, many white friends and then like Nigerians, 

people from Ghana, many, many different types of people... at NICRAS, 

yeah, that is where I started knowing so many people. Most of them are 

asylum seekers and refugees. 

(Kunaka, Refused asylum seeker, Zimbabwe) 

Empirical evidence regarding NICRAS and other support organisations suggest that, 

while formal social ties developed through institutional contact may be weaker than 

co-ethnic informal ties, their value is their ‘bridging’ capabilities. They can point 

people in new directions and towards new people where strong ties can be formed. 

Furthermore, as Feld (1982) suggests, the extent of ‘embeddedness’ present in these 

relationships determines the outcomes for individuals. Therefore, it is not surprising 

that most participants had relatively diverse social networks consisting of multiple 

nationalities. Certainly, based on the foci of activity principle represented in 

NICRAS, choice is constrained due to social location, leading to disproportionately 



Chapter Seven: Arrival and Formative Integration in Northern Ireland 

232 
 

homogeneous social relations being formed, despite their ethnic diversity (Fischer et 

al. 1977; Feld 1982).
210

 Furthermore, formal institutions of support, in this regard 

and as Chase (2014) describes, are foci for socialisation and isolation-relief; a “fertile 

ground for the growth of new friendships” (2014: 59). 

 7.6.2 A Project for Social Integration: Belfast Friendship Club 

The importance of group membership will now be discussed to demonstrate how 

active participation can influence social relations and develop trust between diverse 

individuals. The following will illustrate how accessing structured ‘space’ for diverse 

social interaction, through the Belfast Friendship Club, is a key example of a public 

‘gateway’ for new information and resources and ‘bridges’ to other spheres of society 

(see Rose et al. 1998: 4/5). Removed from the regular, dense social networks within 

which many asylum seeker and refugees socialise, provision is made for new strong 

friendship ties of diversity to be formed, important for developing integration 

opportunities (see Granovetter 1973; Wellman 1979, 1996). 

It has been generally acknowledged by academic commentators that formal networks 

established through community engagement and involvement in civic association and 

club membership are valuable sources of social capital. Putnam et al. (1993) argue 

these are more valuable than informal networks for community interconnectivity. 

Belfast Friendship Club was discussed as a focus for broader social integration by 

participants in this study.
211

 It was described in its recent evaluation report as a 

“social meeting place to enhance integration between newcomers to the city and long-

term residents” (Wilson 2012: 4). Meeting on a weekly basis, it intends to “bring 

together migrants, refugees and ‘indigenous’ individuals to develop interrelationships 

in a way which renders integration natural and part of everyday life, rather than an 

‘official’ task” (ibid.). Its informal approach to integration is key to this outcome. 

I attended a Friendship Club meeting in May 2014, as a ‘participant observer’. 

Eighty-three people of various nationalities attended that evening. It provides a safe 
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 Despite the homogeneity classification provided to this population, who are forced to fit in the 

legal categories of ‘asylum seeker’ and ‘refugee’, it is not the intention to deny their heterogeneity. 

They are each persons with an individual political, social and economic story to tell, with individual 

difficulties attached that affect identity, well-being and progress in the host society. 
211

 Ryan et al. (2008) claim that people may lack the skills, confidence or opportunities to make the 

leap from ‘bonding’ to ‘bridging’. In this study, structured and formal opportunities are presented to 

assist social integration through the Belfast Friendship Club. 
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and open environment for diverse people to socialise and converse. Each attendee is 

given a name badge which eases social engagement and facilitates the remembering 

of names. On that night there was a “conversational buzz” in the room as people 

engaged socially with ease. Projects such as Friendship Club provide opportunities 

for shared space and a welcomed prospect of forming and widening social networks. 

This was perceived as a relief by many research participants who have few other 

opportunities for this level of social integration. Social interaction is known to foster 

positive attitudes between ‘groups’ in society. Contact hypothesis posts that “negative 

attitudes held by one group towards another are caused by lack of knowledge about 

that group”, therefore, when individuals of divergent groups come into “positive, 

personal, and cooperative contact with each other, they will get to know each other, a 

consequence of which is that prejudices will be eliminated or reduced” (Van 

Oudenhoven et al. 2006: 643). Belfast Friendship Club provides a structured space 

for such social encounters and according to Abhi, from South Asia, this aim is 

achieved because all members are “equal”.  

The provision of this structured integration project was acknowledged as stimulating 

wider integration for asylum seekers and refugees in Belfast. Examples to support 

this suggestion are provided: 

People from [Spain], from different countries, from Europe, and also I 

meet different people to me. It is good for good relationships. I go when I 

have free time. 

(Bilal, Refugee, Sudan) 

I think Friendship Club is something that will bring peace in this country, 

I am telling you >laugh<… ‘Cause no one will think bad about anyone. 

The moment they sit down and have a cup of tea and talk about each 

other, they know why I am here, why Brendan is here… You know, it 

helps me to respect you and you to respect me. Yeah… it is like my 

home… >laugh< when I walk outside, I know a lot of people… the only 

place I can celebrate my birthday is at the Friendship Club. So usually I 

celebrate my birthday with them… it is really nice. 

(Jennifer, Refused asylum seeker, Zimbabwe) 
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People do not know but it is a platform, like it or not, you make friends. 

One day I was passing by and someone greet me in approximate English, 

it was a Spanish guy. Because we met twice at Friendship Club, he greet 

me as a friend, you understand. We met people like that. It is a very 

interesting thing. It is a very good platform, you know…  

Those naturally that come to Friendship Club [are] those who like to be 

with people, it was natural for me to be there… I live with people who 

don’t leave their rooms… this one guy, he was alone when I told him to 

come to Friendship Club; he changed. He come and he met the different 

people, talk to this one, talk to this one… It is a powerful network. 

(Kozo, Refugee, West Africa) 

Benefit from membership of the Friendship Club, furthermore, was noted as 

providing opportunity to meet diverse people, other immigrants and ‘local’ people, 

‘professionals’, and not just asylum seekers and refugees. Abhi praised it for the 

social connections made, which led to regular socialising with new friends, the 

chance to do activities, and find out information relevant to his social and material 

interests. Moreover, it was commended for enabling a break from the isolation of 

living in NASS accommodation. Evergreen, from Zimbabwe, commented that he 

values the dependability of Friendship Club and how the hosts make him “feel special 

and important”. He also said that being involved during a Refugee Week celebration 

at the Friendship Club and having a “pivotal” role in its preparation made him feel “a 

sense of belonging in Belfast”.  

Stepping outside the regular and socially-limiting confines of co-national and co-

ethnic social networks provide asylum seekers and refugees opportunities for new 

experiences. It supports the development of weak ties that transform into strong tie 

relationships and instils a sense of purpose and integrated belonging in their new city. 

Such social interaction provided a means of extending social connections and 

‘bridging’ (Putnam 2000; Woolcock and Narayan 2000) through weaker ties or “non-

redundant ties (e.g., structural holes)” (Lin 2005: 14; see Chapter Three). For 

‘instrumental’ purposes, where new or additional ties are necessary in order to 

expand the range of resources and access better social capital (Lin 2005), this could 
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be accomplished in a safe and controlled environment.
212

 For longer-term integration 

purposes, Belfast Friendship Club provides an avenue to progress socially and break 

down ‘restrictionist’ immigration barriers. However, outside of wider socialisation 

opportunities provided through structured integration programmes, and the positive 

experiences of individuals mentioned previously, relationship-forming with diverse 

people and entering diverse networks remains problematic. The role of ‘identity’ and 

the asylum system, which will now be discussed, provides a further insight into why 

this is still the case.  

7.7 Immigration Status and Social Network Development 

What follows provides a discursive perspective of the immigration and asylum 

system in the UK and its effect on the integration of asylum seekers and refugees in 

Northern Ireland. Identity as an ‘asylum seeker’ was a continual label which caused 

difficultly for and resonated with participants.
213

 The precarious legal status of many 

participants residing in Northern Ireland resulted in the maintaining of limited social 

interaction. Stewart (2005) describes the label ‘asylum seeker’ as one to which shame 

is attached. The receipt of an ‘asylum seeker’ status and the impact this has on an 

individuals’ ability to construct an appropriate identity in their new environment was 

a source of anxiety for many in this study. Khaliif spoke of discouraging his Somali 

friends from talking about their immigration status or their provisioned support, 

confirming Malkki’s (1995) analysis of Kigoma refugees’ ‘strategy of invisibility’ to 

distract from the othering identity often associated with this status.
214

 With an 

insecure social positioning under the asylum system or as recipients of five-year 

‘refugee’ status, identities are constantly being formed but not ‘fixed’. Identity is 

inescapability related to one’s social positioning as people continually define and 

redefine themselves through their social roles. Khaliif created a non-refugee identity, 

and encourages his friends to also, in order to fit-in with his new diverse social 
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 Health benefits may also be accrued. With diverse social mixing in larger, more varied networks 

containing both strong and weak ties, a greater range of information and resources can be accessed 

leading to greater health and psychological benefits (Cattell 2001). 
213

 Taylor’s (1994) assessment of ‘the politics of recognition’ is relevant here, considering 

‘recognition’ of individuals’ understanding of who they are as human beings. As a consequence, the 

presence or absence of ‘recognition’ shapes identity leading to particular outcomes. 
214

 Powell (2012) posits the notion that “identity construction within relocation involves literal starting 

and ending positions, yet bodies end up inhabiting a figurative ‘third space’ or ‘hybrid identity’ to 

which the displaced move because they cannot fully inhabit the ending position” (2012: 300 - 

Punctuation marks have been adapted). 
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network, especially among work colleagues.  

A negative identity is formed by being in the state of politicised interstitial 

temporariness, and re-enforced by UK immigration policy (Collins 2004). It affects 

the ability to build social relationships, as Chamai observes:  

It is one of those things that keep piling up… I can’t plan for tomorrow… 

It is very hard to have a normal conversation with someone… which 

means creating sort of an enslavery [sic] of the mind that you have to stay 

with up until the time they say we have to take you back to Zimbabwe. 

It is a mind-set that just comes to haunt you. Who am I really in this 

environment, what are these people really seeing when they are talking to 

me?  

(Refused asylum seeker, Zimbabwe) 

The imposed definition which redefines one’s identity as an asylum seeker evidently 

delimits opportunities for social interaction and access to social networks of diversity 

because it creates psychosocial barriers. In the context of similar analysis, Darling 

refers to the British government’s “sovereign abandonment” and “deliberate policy 

of destitution”, which relegates asylum seekers “to a position reliant solely upon the 

ethical sensibilities of others” (2009: 649). Furthermore, the neglect of the human-

being behind the asylum application is clearly demonstrated by the extended time 

taken to make a decision, which ignores that there are the futures of real people at 

stake.
215

 ‘Waiting’ for a Home Office decision of acceptance or rejection on asylum 

applications was described as the worst aspect of the asylum process by participants 

in this study. Florence, writing in her qualitative diary, noted:  

It is the silence that I hate the most… The first year was the worst.  

(Asylum seeker, Zimbabwe) 
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 The protracted position of political liminality enforced by the UK asylum system is ‘challenging’. 

Darling (2009) relates it to Agamben (1997) and “his consideration of the ‘camp’ as a site of inclusive 

exclusion” (Darling 2009: 649). See also Brun and Fábos (2015) for a conceptualisation of home and 

homemaking for people in ‘limbo’: reference is made to ‘waiting’ and the ‘permanence of 

temporariness’.  
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The adversity of the asylum system is further illustrated by a Sudanese asylum seeker 

man and a Zimbabwean refugee woman, who reflected on their experiences during 

public talks, respectively:  

You wait so long you develop mental problems, and then your 

community doesn’t accept you and you have more mental problems. 

It can take from six months to two years. You might smile today and 

tomorrow you might be crying.  

A Dutch study by Dupont et al. (2005) concluded that such extended time of 

uncertainty, coupled with an ambiguous future, even if asylum is granted, and when 

combined with past trauma has significant negative psychological outcomes. 

Thoughts of past experiences and current identity were repeatedly emphasised. For 

example, Chamai stated: 

I went to a lecture at Queen’s University and I left straight away after the 

lecture. I did not want to stay and talk to anyone. All the other people in 

the room were lawyers and barristers. I didn’t want to be in a situation 

after where I would be talking to one of them and they asked me where I 

am from and what I do here, because in the back of my mind is, I am a 

criminal. I broke many international laws to get here and I want to avoid 

that conversation completely. I know that they would never say anything, 

but I am thinking it always. I know I should forget about that but it is 

always there. I try to avoid this conversation always... I feel like it is an 

interrogation even though it is someone being friendly. It is difficult to 

forgive yourself and move on with your life. 

(Refused asylum seeker, Zimbabwe) 

Additionally, Zarah remarked: 

You will find that asylum seekers are the best social media users, like 

Facebook and whatever, because they will be staying in and 

communicating online rather than going out and meeting people in 

public! 

 (Asylum seeker, Somalia) 
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The removing of security and loss of personal freedom and control were also 

discussed, along with financial lacking, which limits participants in the types of 

activities they can undertake in pursuit of meeting people. Each of these factors is an 

expression of volatility and precariousness and a representative of the politics of the 

urban poor (Das and Randeria 2015). The liminal state in which asylum seekers exist 

and their permanent positioning of ‘in-betweenness’ (Graham and Khosravi 1997) 

negatively affects their motivation to meet people, resulting in enforced social 

selectivity (also see Stewart 2005). Additionally, compulsory attendance and signing-

in for asylum seekers at the Home Office offices was recurrently expressed as a 

repetitive negative reminder that they are treated as “temporary” and “not welcome”, 

and ultimately not secure in their new environment until a decision on their 

“freedom” is reached. This is reinforced by the IS.96 form individuals receive when 

applying for asylum. It is their Identity Document, must be carried at all times and 

contains their personal details and photograph. Nonetheless, it is a constant reminder 

that their status is temporary until otherwise decided, and that they are at constant 

risk of detention and removal.
216

 Evergreen claimed:  

When they first gave this thing [IS.96 form] to me, I was scared… It is a 

constant reminder that I am not free. 

(Asylum seeker, Zimbabwe) 

And Nia noted: 

Being an asylum seeker is a very, very scary period of your life… a time I 

would compare to prison… You are fearful, you don’t know if you will 

be returned to the same situation you have been in… you are just like a 

confused human being in the middle of space. You have no control 

whatsoever.  

(Naturalised British citizen, East Africa) 
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 See Khosravi (2016) for more on detention and deportation regimes. It further concretises an 

affective dimension that separates asylum seekers from other migrants: for example, the threat of 

being forcibly returned to life-threatening situations (Stewart 2005). 
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Minimal opportunities, the paralysis of a life in limbo and fear of deportation were 

commonly experienced. The cumulative result was a generalised feeling of 

hopelessness and wasted skills (see Doyle 2009), and a spatial and social disconnect 

becomes apparent.
217

 Maguire and Murphy (2012) claim that, even when refugee 

protection has been granted, the greatest obstacle to integration is the length of time 

spent in the asylum process itself. The physical and psychological effects endured 

cause long-term damage despite the granting of refugee status. This was also 

similarly expressed by refugees in this study who said that their ability to become 

productive members of society was severely impaired by consequences of the asylum 

system. Anna summed up: 

The frustration people go through, a lot of people lost their mind before 

they get that paper. Then when they get that paper they are useless, you 

know, it is too much. It is too much. 

(Discretionary Leave to Remain, Nigeria) 

To compound this negative aspect of what should be a positive outcome, refugee 

status is given for a maximum of five years, with the potential of being rescinded or 

continued. A transient status is inflicted making local integration of little priority to 

both asylum seekers and refugees. This was expressed by participants and relates 

directly to perceptions of self-identity as persons-in-exile and in the asylum system. 

The hardship of the entire process has a lasting effect, with reference to the 

recognition concept by Taylor, which implies an internalised “picture of their own 

inferiority” (1994: 25). Even if the socio-political structures of disadvantage are 

removed, moving forward and taking advantage of new opportunities may prove 

difficult. The current UK immigration policy and practice makes integration both 

challenging and difficult for asylum seekers and refugees (also see Mulvey 2015).
218

 

Consequently, its most visible effect is a barrier to integration. The role of social and 
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 Furthermore, the years spent enduring ‘enforced idleness’ have long-term effects on future 

employment chances (Mulvey 2015). 
218

 Mulvey (2015: 6/7) reiterates: “The aim of the asylum process has been to discourage the assumed 

‘pull’ of ease of life, based on the idea for that for those ‘genuinely’ fleeing persecution, hardships are 

tolerable”.
218

 ‘Anti-integration measures’ and ‘criminalisation measures’ such as lack of right to work 

during the asylum process, initiated in 2002 by the Labour Government, directly impact integration 

negatively (Mulvey 2015). It was drafted to prevent labour migrants from claiming asylum, based on a 

false premise (see Robinson and Segrott 2002; Crawley 2010). 
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public policy to facilitate and militate against integration is paramount (Phillimore 

2011; Mulvey 2013, 2015).  

Finally, coinciding with earlier discussion of the three Sudanese men, the situation is 

even more desperate for ‘refused’ asylum seekers because they may be forced into 

abject poverty as “avenues to a normal life are blocked” (Lewis 2007: 5). State 

policy deliberately renders them non-legitimate and a homo sacer
219

 - literally, ‘the 

accused man’ - referred to by Agamben (1998), who describes the liminal status of 

modern-day asylum seekers. Upon refusal, as described by Darling (2007: 651):   

All fragile and transitory rights which might be conditionally bestowed 

upon the asylum seeker are removed and there is little incentive to 

remain in contact with the Home Office simply because it no longer 

recognises the individual’s right to an existence in the UK.  

‘Refused’ status represents a grim future, with significant impact upon social 

network formation and future integration. 

7.8 Conclusion 

This chapter explored the arrival and formative integration of asylum seekers and 

refugees in Northern Ireland. The low number of immigrants from a diverse range of 

countries, which combine to make the current asylum seeker and refugee population, 

have inadequate support and limited established social infrastructure. This makes 

integration and social security more difficult when compared to societies where 

fellow ethnic community members are more accessible due to their larger 

populations. The process of resettlement and integration, therefore, becomes an 

individual undertaking (see Papadopoulou 2002). Access to ‘migrant networks’ plays 

a significant role in the relative vulnerability of asylum seekers upon arrival in 

Northern Ireland. This is most obvious when psychosocial comparisons are made 

between individuals with and those without someone to assist them on their arrival.  

For the latter, whether abandoned or/and alone, their point of arrival produces fear, 

anxiety and confusion, which necessitates requests for help from ‘familiar’ strangers. 

This initial reaction to arrival-disorientation is also apparent in the short-term post-

flight period. Without established social networks to enable access to social and 
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 A Latin reference to a figure of Roman law who is banned and may be killed by anybody. 
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material resources and lessen psychological stresses (McMichael and Manderson 

2004; Dupont et al. 2005), reliance on new social network formation is paramount as 

a post-migration coping strategy. Individuals are prompted to create their own social 

networks, which mainly develop from a ‘weak’ origin. Co-national social network 

linkages are most valued during the early stages of arrival for emotional, 

informational and socio-cultural orientation. However, past trauma and erosion of 

previous social networks and trust prior to exiting, or during transit, can negatively 

impact upon the effectiveness of new network building in exile. This is most 

prominently observed among female asylum seekers and refugees. In such instances, 

co-national and co-ethnic relationships are compromised or even avoided. 

Furthermore, analysis indicates that sole or minority individuals have no option but 

to make friendships with people of diverse ethnicity to create ‘informal’ social 

stability. Strategic relationship-forming is also used by asylum seekers to acquire 

both material and psychological protection, both informally and from ‘formal’ 

institutions.  

Foci of activity, as Feld (1981) suggests, plays an instrumental role in facilitating 

diverse people meeting each other. Particular places provide space for social network 

development and encourage ethnically-diverse network building. However, despite 

their ethnic diversity, these networks remain primarily homogeneous due to shared 

experience and immigration identity. In this sense, when opportunities to meet 

dissimilar individuals are few, associations with similar people occur. Despite the 

homogeneity classification asserted in this thesis of this population who are forced to 

fit in the legal categories of ‘asylum seeker’ and ‘refugee’, it is not the intention to 

deny their heterogeneity. They are each persons with an individual political, social 

and economic story to tell with individual difficulties attached that effect identity, 

well-being and progress in the host society. Heterogeneous social network building is 

viable through positive community integration within neighbourhoods but also relies 

on the presence of pre-existing social and cultural capital and newcomers possessing 

self-confidence. Lesage and Ha’s (2012) theory that migrants can “take their bowling 

balls with them”, meaning the transfer pre-existing social capital to new destinations 

(from Putnam 1995), does apply in this context. Nonetheless, such ‘building’ would 

usually be accessible through functional dimensions of integration (Fyvie et al. 

2003), which is denied to asylum seekers, but potentially realisable after attainment 
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of refugee status (or another form of protection). Various services and opportunities 

are opened up once individuals are granted refugee status and “no longer liable to 

explicit mechanisms of exclusion” (Stewart 2005: 509). Phillimore and Goodson 

suggest that finding a home with a degree of permanence marks “the end of a 

journey” (2008: 316). When achieved, such security can enable further opportunities 

to focus on wider integration. 

Although the significance of residential integration is not disputed, attention must 

also be paid to “strengthening structural and social resources” within neighbourhoods 

(Vang 2012: 242). The structured establishment of ‘formal’ foci, such as Belfast 

Friendship Club, provides an inclusive space for effective social integration to occur. 

Nevertheless, without the provisioning of purposeful shared space, opportunities for 

wider socialisation are frequently limited for asylum seekers (and refugees, in some 

instances). Active participation and other integration-encouraging strategies can be 

seen as attempts by asylum seekers and refugees to regain agency in their ‘new’ 

society.  

The social ties formed by asylum seekers and refugees and the social networks 

utilised after arrival in an asylum country are complex and multifaceted. 

Differentiating between them is challenging when based on definitions of strong and 

weak ties. As stated above, context and acknowledgment that ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ are 

porous categories, are crucial to understanding the process. Ties conventionally 

defined as ‘weak’ in academic source material may provide strong tie functions such 

as emotional and practical support. The relatedness that exists between individuals 

who interact on a regular basis and share commonalities beyond biology and ethnicity 

is continually ‘under construction’ (Carsten 2000). Through mutual lived experience 

relatedness develops. Nonetheless, when individuals are involuntarily placed together 

due to external forces in unfamiliar and hostile environments, social networks of 

immediate and personal support are garnered from a variety of sources, which would 

not usually be considered. Despite the weakness of their ties, their comparable social 

positioning in exile and under UK asylum system regulations draws them into 

cohesive units. Given this particular context, as Feld states, it “is not surprising to 

find that people prefer friends who are similar to themselves” (1982: 797).  
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In addition, the vulnerability of asylum seekers and refugees whose lives are 

predicated upon the asylum system can be regarded as being amplified by the 

temporary, or interstitial, position of the state (Stewart 2005). Nonetheless, the extent 

of ‘embeddedness’ present in social relationships determines the outcomes for 

individuals involved in them. Also, the recognition of ‘informal’ and ‘formal’ ties is 

important in this context due to the significance of ‘informal’ personal relations and 

‘formal’ support, and ‘meeting place’ organisations critically intertwined in asylum 

seekers’ and refugees’ lives. Geographies of place, therefore, remain an important 

consideration as certain places help forge relationships between people, both similar 

and dissimilar, who meet and interact. They are significant in facilitating an 

understanding of social network formation and maintenance.  
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Chapter Eight 

Conclusion 

8.1 Introduction 

Sociology and geography have contributed significantly to migration studies by 

focusing on the social and spatial processes which are associated with it. As 

Waldinger states, “the sociology of emigration demonstrates how the people crossing 

borders actively shape their own destinies… getting ahead by making effective use 

of the resources that they almost all possess: one another” (2013: 636). The social 

networks perspective offered a theoretical positioning that helped to produce rich 

insights into the dynamic nature of asylum migration. The breadth and diversity of 

findings produced, which span the different stages of the asylum migration 

process(es), resulted from the robust application of the social network approach. It 

provided a nuanced exploration of the intricate facilitation practises that occur in 

both migration, incorporating its varied profiles, and resettlement in a new 

environment, unearthing the complexity of formative integration. Importantly, it 

brought focus on the multiple actors, spaces, positionalities and mobilities 

represented in both phases. This thesis has clearly illustrated that the role of social 

networks during migration and resettlement for asylum seekers and refugees 

currently residing in Northern Ireland is both multifaceted and complex. 

I began my analysis by ascertaining why Northern Ireland became the country of 

destination, and from this information I sought to assess the significance of social 

networks in the process of migrating. Migration to Northern Ireland was typically 

facilitated by human-smugglers who became the ‘critical determinants’ of destination 

selection, removing choice from the asylum seeker. Travel was predominately 

directly from the origin or neighbouring country, although there was also movement 

from a ‘third country’. Findings reveal that ‘migrant networks’ did not play a strong 

or consistent role in determining Northern Ireland as the final destination. A majority 

of asylum seekers in this study arrived in Northern Ireland without knowing their 

destination and without personal social networks to support their arrival and 

resettlement.  
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The current literature on migration has demonstrated that mobility is a social process, 

and this thesis has illustrated the centrality of social networks throughout the entire 

migration process. Primary research has shown that, in ‘irregular’ movement 

circumstances, family are centrally involved in initiating and negotiating the 

migration journey. This often renders the asylum seeker relatively powerless in the 

planning process. This thesis augments the existing knowledge of how the smuggling 

‘business’ operates. Asylum seekers (and trafficked persons) are commonly 

accompanied by their smugglers/traffickers, they are coerced into silence and they 

avoid detection through the construction of a temporary identity provided for them 

by the smuggler. They engage in a performance of prescribed behaviours to ensure a 

credible travel narrative at borders. This thesis has also deepened our understanding 

of point-of-arrival experiences for asylum seekers, an area for which there has been 

little scholarly study. The vulnerability and precariousness of newly arrived asylum 

seekers has been investigated, and the evidence demonstrates a relationship between 

transit and arrival mobilities and immediate social network development. Partial or 

no social support strongly affects formative integration processes. Questions of 

‘identity’ and the mechanisms of enduring the asylum system also influence asylum 

seekers’ and refugees’ spatial mobility and socialisation patterns, and contribute to 

the shaping of their social network formation.  

8.2  The Main Findings in this Research 

Chapters Five, Six and Seven formed the empirical base of this thesis and allow the 

following general conclusions to be drawn. Social networks were important, in 

different ways, during the pre-departure, transit and arrival phases of asylum 

migration. The majority of asylum seekers and refugees in this study population did 

not choose to move to a specific destination. Only a small number had ‘migrant 

networks’, which directly influenced their decision to travel to Northern Ireland. 

Asylum seekers were predominately smuggled, or in the case of four individuals, 

trafficked, with no prior knowledge of their country of arrival. This finding is 

important as it emphasises the significance of ‘irregular’ travel facilitation as a 

greater determinant of destination than dense transnational social networks. Although 

not a new revelation (Koser and Pickering 2002a; Collyer 2003, 2006; Engbersen et 

al. 2013), this confirms Koser and Pickering’s (2002a, 2000b) claim about emergent 

‘new geographies’ of asylum migration in which ‘migrant networks’ are weakened 
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by the increased significance smugglers play in migration trajectories. This is 

unquestionably a consequence of the increased restrictions imposed by national 

governments and international policies on immigration. The circularity of migration 

and the process of ‘cumulative causation’ is also evidenced as irrelevant within this 

particular asylum migration context. Perhaps with further investigation into the 

usefulness of ‘migrant networks’ among the Chinese community, which is one of the 

most established diaspora communities in Northern Ireland and also accounts for the 

largest number of asylum applicants (shown in recent figures), a different finding 

may be presented. 

Furthermore, this study also indicated that time spent in transit countries, for some 

people, before claiming asylum influenced their movement to the UK. However, the 

experiences of this cohort are varied and suggest that, although transit migration 

occurred en route, it was not as contemporary literature would indicate (Marconi 

2008; Schapendonk 2008; Koser and Pinkerton 2002a). Conventionally patterned 

‘transit phase’ migrations were represented in Ahmad, Dalmar, Jafar, Zitouni and 

Mei Hua’s experiences in North African, Asian and European countries. These non-

permanent stages involved information gained about onward travel from weak social 

ties, as well as strong community-based social ties, and these influenced destination 

choice. In others cases, the ‘transit phrase’ consisted of periods of forced servitude, 

being ‘trafficked’, or solitary confinement while awaiting smuggler’s orders, as 

displayed by Chong’s six-month enforced stay in South Africa after leaving China. 

In these instances, the transit county was experienced differently, encapsulated by 

boundedness, and not used to “overcome restrictive policies by residing in more than 

one country... until the opportunities allow migration to another more promising 

destination” (Papadopoulou 2004: 168). This is reinforced by the experiences of 

asylum seekers who travelled to Northern Ireland after a failed asylum claim in 

another state, namely, the Republic of Ireland. They were driven by an impetus to 

seek protection in a new jurisdiction. Their movement was facilitated by a porous 

land border and a range of connecting transport options, and not by social network 

influences or a pre-specified destination. Explanations of why Northern Ireland 

became asylum seekers’ destination vary, are complex and derive from reasons 

beyond the direct influence of migrant social networks. 
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Northern Ireland is a relatively new asylum destination and has not experienced the 

volume or range of in-migration of asylum seekers that occurs in other parts of the 

UK. Its violent past curtailed its potential as a location within smuggler networks. 

The signing of the Belfast Agreement in 1998 and the more peaceful political 

environment since then has now rendered it a viable destination. Its hard-to-reach 

location, isolated from the rest of the world by the European continent and the 

Atlantic Ocean, nonetheless, may have also historically explained why few people 

sought asylum here. Consequently, Northern Ireland has a low ‘immigrant’ 

population, and it is, therefore, unsurprising that Massey’s ‘migrant network’ theory 

works inconsistently, if at all, in this asylum migration context. Asylum seekers 

arriving in Northern Ireland can be regarded as pioneers. Without reaching the 

‘critical threshold’ required to perpetuate future asylum migrations of strong tie 

members, ‘migrant networks’ alone cannot sufficiently explain what is going on. 

Nonetheless, it can be speculated that this could change over time as the destination 

matures. Furthermore, there is no doubt that ‘migrant networks’ are functioning as 

expected in Northern Ireland among ‘non-refugee’ populations. 

Additionally, this analysis illustrates that the presence of transnational social 

networks alone is not an indication of where asylum seekers will end up. 

Anticipatory asylum seekers with economic capital and viable access to legal 

channels of migration are positioned favourably to avail of the migrant social capital 

that exists between them and the network co-members in the destination country. 

Without these resources, accessibility is restricted as the logistics of distance and 

border impediments cannot be ignored (Samers 2010). Alternative means must be 

sought if international migration is to be realised. When smugglers are hired to 

facilitate travel unlawfully, the potential of reaching a specified destination is 

reduced. This concurs with Garip’s (2008) argument regarding the probability of 

migration. She recommends a move away from the linear ‘one-size-fits-all’ 

assumption about the role of migrant social capital as a resource and claims that it 

does not produce similar outcomes for all individuals. 

This thesis revealed the significance of strong ties during the pre-flight initiation 

phase of migration. Family members, predominantly, were essential for organising 

exit strategies. Their role was particularly apparent in emergency situations when 

hurried decisions were required to facilitate a quick exit. Travel logistics for 
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intercontinental movement were typically arranged with smugglers on participants’ 

behalf. This reflects research by van Liempt and Doomernik (2006) who found 

migrants smuggled to the Netherlands had similarly met their smugglers through 

family members and friends. Financial, logistical, emotional and informational 

support were all crucial in ensuring efficient and successful transit. Transnational 

family and kin ties, when available, provided financial support and, in some cases, 

organised travel by hiring smugglers and acting as intermediaries for information 

about travel logistics. Not only do these findings highlight the transnational nature of 

initiating and arranging asylum migration, they further demonstrate that family 

members, and not the asylum seeker, almost universally, selected the smuggler. 

These family member strong tie networks are fundamentally transitory on account of 

their limited reach and are of relevance only during the initial stage of the migratory 

journey.  

By looking closer at the social networks which enable asylum migration to occur vis-

à-vis incorporating smugglers into the process, I have drawn attention back to the 

significance of strong social ties within asylum migration. Nonetheless, a point is 

reached when additional influential social ties become necessary and weak 

commercial ties facilitate the journey more effectively across international borders 

(Whitwell 2002; Bilger et al. 2006; van Liempt and Doomernik 2006; Crawley 

2010). My research reinforces Collyer’s claim that: “the smuggler is effectively 

employed to extend the reach of a migrant’s social and search network” (2006: 706). 

Although vital, the utility of strong ties does eventually become redundant. Weak 

commercial networks offer insider knowledge not available within strong networks. 

Utilised for the specific service they provide and the utilitarian role smugglers fulfil, 

their decisive value equates to their capacity to counter enforced power and unequal 

mobilities at borders (Heyman 2014).  

This thesis has also illustrated smuggler-client relations during unlawful transit. Most 

smuggled asylum seekers were accompanied by their smuggler. Those not 

accompanied were usually collected by a smuggler network member at the point of 

destination (i.e. an airport). They had very limited negotiating power during transit 

and were often rendered vulnerable, exploitable and passive. Asylum seekers were 

regularly ordered to be silent, to practice rehearsed behaviour for travel and border 

control, and they were also given false destinations by their smugglers. These 
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findings reflect the evidence presented in much of the smuggling ‘business’ literature 

(Salt and Stein 1997; Doomernik and Kyle 2004; Pastore et al. 2006; Koser 2008, 

2011). Trust and reputation during the smuggling process were also important. This 

helps smugglers to receive future recommendations for employment in the migration 

‘business’ (Bilger et al. 2006; van Liempt and Doomernik 2006). Thus, satisfying 

their clients’ travel needs helps to mitigate more aggressive and domineering 

behaviour.  

A range of distinct features encapsulate the smuggler-asylum seeker social dynamic. 

Tutoring in effective ‘travel performance’ was crucial, particularly at embarkation at 

border crossings. At airports, asylum seekers were expected to wear appropriate 

travel clothing, were coached on body-language and demeanour and were instructed 

to create the illusion of close relationships with the smuggler to avoid detection by 

airport officials. Thus, ‘subversion of the border ritual’ was to be mastered (from de 

Carteau 1984 in Khosravi 2007). Asylum seekers remain compliant due to their 

personal vulnerability and the power imbalance that defines the relationship with 

their smugglers. Faith in the smuggler to do the right thing was apparent from the 

evidence, and many participants took comfort in the smuggler taking charge and, 

importantly, carrying the falsified passport. Transfer of the ‘weight of a passport’ 

from asylum seeker to smuggler was recounted as giving relief. From an enforcement 

perspective the journey to asylum for smuggled asylum seekers is one of risk, loss of 

control and vulnerability. Even so, these short-lived, weak commercial ties are 

crucially significant in realising migration. With increased state measures to restrict 

migration, asylum seekers have limited exiting options. Migration to obtain 

sanctuary and a better life ‘forces’ many to recruit smugglers who are increasingly 

devious and sophisticated in their methods (Whitwell 2002). 

This thesis has developed understanding of asylum seekers’ arrival mobilities in 

Northern Ireland and demonstrated that the formation of social networks is 

contextual and multi-levelled. The initial conclusion is that migration mode 

determines arrival mobility, which in turn affects social network building. Pre-

migration circumstances influence post-flight experiences and this is most evident at 

immediate point of arrival. Decisions made and options available in country of 

origin, during transit, or in transit countries, significantly impact upon arrival 

conditions, vulnerability levels and social positionality. While asylum seekers with 
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‘migrant networks’ have someone available to assist their arrival and provide 

immediate support, those without this immediate support are rendered destitute. 

Because of abandonment by smugglers, asylum seekers’ vulnerability, disorientation 

and socio-political isolation necessitates seeking help from familiar strangers. These 

are people of shared nationality, ethnicity and gender or similar “foreign people” 

perceived to understand their needs. The thesis also indicates that ‘trafficked’ 

participants experienced a different arrival than others, resulting in pre-arranged 

‘travel-for-labour’ contracts. Held in bonded labour, the relationship after arrival 

continues until the debt is repaid. This has significant impact on their security, 

independence and also their opportunities to form new social networks.  

Reliance on meeting new people is paramount as a post-migration coping strategy 

(Simich 2003; Pelling and High 2005; Keck and Sakedapolrak 2013). Social 

networks are important sources of social capital enabling access to a variety of 

support. Social relationship building is necessary for psychological well-being as 

well as access to social and material resources (McMichael and Manderson 2004; 

Dupont et al. 2005). Co-national social networks are most valued (also Kunz 1981), 

but nonetheless, this thesis demonstrated that in Belfast, due to low immigrant and 

asylum seeker and refugee populations, these ties may be unavailable. Therefore, 

formative integration in a ‘pioneer’ asylum country is challenging. The process of 

resettlement and formative integration becomes an individual effort. The social 

networks created and maintained post-arrival are shaped by critical precariousness 

and temporal and spatial context (see Campbell and Lee 1992; Zeggelink 1995). 

Immigration status and the asylum system are a major contributing factor affecting 

social relations (Dupont et al. 2005; Darling 2009; Brun and Fábos 2015). This 

conclusion resonates with Zetter et al. (2006) who suggest the development of social 

capital is mediated by the “impact of the immigration policy environment, driven by 

the restrictive arm of the state and deterrence towards refugees and asylums seekers” 

and more instrumental than “the inherent characteristics of the groups” (2006: 22). 

‘Identity shame’ negatively impacts on the motivation to meet specific people 

(Stewart 2005), resulting in social anxiety, enforced social selectivity and a limited 

potential to access diverse, beneficial social capital. My research participants 

expressed difficulty in meeting people outside of the ‘charity-sector’ on which they 

depend and found it especially challenging to meet ‘locals’. 
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Newly arrived asylum seekers are prompted to create their own social networks, 

which commonly develop from ‘weak’ origins. Foci of activity and shared social 

location draw otherwise diverse individuals together. Specific institutional places 

incorporated as nodes in asylum seekers’ and refugees’ social networks forge 

relationships, mostly with other asylum seekers and refugees. Therefore, geographies 

of place are integral to the formation of new social networks. Participants spoke 

about the ‘strategic’ nature of relationships, including those with ‘local’ refugee 

support organisation staff, which are enabled through channels of practical, material 

and informational support provision. Resultantly, asylum seekers’ and refugees’ 

social relations are determined by the combination of choice and circumstance. 

Institutions, such as NICRAS, are critical to the lives of new arrivals, not solely for 

their structured assistance but as centres for socialisation and the ‘bridging’ 

capabilities from which new strong ties can be formed. They are most valuable 

during the formative post-arrival period, when the liminality of the restrictive asylum 

process is being overcome and social isolation is prominent. Despite their ethnic 

diversity, most asylum seekers’ and refugee’ social networks remain primarily 

homogeneous due to shared experience and immigration identity. Ethnicity becomes 

less relevant, as immigration status acts at a leveller. Nonetheless, distinct 

heterogeneous social network building, particularly with ‘locals’ and the wider 

immigrant population is viable, as evidenced through the influence of formal 

structured integration projects, such as Belfast Friendship Club, and positive 

community integration within neighbourhoods. This insight into the role of 

structured community integration and socialisation projects and places, presents a 

particular favourable view of social network and social capital development, to 

which policy makers and funding bodies should consider, regarding initial and 

practicable asylum seeker and refuegee intrgration strategies. However, the scope 

and depth of integration does also depend on the individuals themselves, their social 

and cultural capital and self-confidence.  

Being granted refugee status by the Home Office has a significant impact upon the 

future development of social networks because functional dimensions of integration 

become accessible (Fyvie et al. 2003; Stewart 2005). Being refused refugee status, 

conversely, represents a challenging existence, which significantly denies many 

opportunities for social network formation and future integration. 
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The ‘dynamism of social networks’ is demonstrated as they change over time and are 

conditioned by the past and present socio-political context. Therefore, social 

networks can only be understood when analysed in practice. Asylum seekers’ and 

refugees’ social interactions are shaped by the exclusion, temporality and interstitial 

limitations they endure in host countries. Their experiences are reflective of Das and 

Randeria’s reference to the politics of the urban poor: “the socialities that undergird 

the lives of the poor are constantly being shaped by the experiences of precariousness 

that go beyond material scarcity” (2015: S3).  

8.3 Critical Reflections 

The completion of this thesis has been a productive learning experience and included 

periods of reflection, which facilitated recognition that some elements worked better 

than others. For example, the qualitative methodology employed was successful in 

capturing the nuanced and detailed ethnography anticipated. The philosophy of the 

research was not to measure human experience but rather to understand it, to focus 

on the micro-level and the voices of asylum seekers and refugees. However, the time 

required to employ and analyse an extension multi-method study was extensive. 

Nonetheless, this proved worthwhile as the interpretive qualitative methods used 

enabled a closeness with the study group that would not have been gained through a 

quantitative approach. The thorough and considered planning of the range of 

methods employed ensured all aspects of their migratory experiences were heard and 

rich data from participants’ own perspectives was produced. With survey-based 

methods this richness would have been lost. Only by hearing the ‘real stories’ of 

participants could actual experiences be explored and a depth, breadth and quality of 

information be gained. By respecting the voices of asylum seekers and refugees and 

giving them the opportunity to tell their life-stories in their own words, this study 

advocates the need to pay greater attention to the individuals within this marginalised 

and vulnerable population, and the use of qualitative methods facilitates this.  

My familiarity with the asylum seeker and refugee community was a huge asset in 

terms of accessing respondents and gaining trust. Nonetheless, a potential weakness 

with using interviews, qualitative diaries and focus groups is the verification of the 

quality and honesty of participants’ responses. Risk of mis-memory, personal bias, 

and constructed narratives must be expected, particularly when researching highly 
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politicised matters, such as asylum seeking. Nonetheless, confidence is gained by the 

fact that most participants had nothing to lose by being honest: they had either 

refugee status or had been refused asylum. Some disclosed information that they had 

not shared previously or was not known by the Home Office, emphasising they were 

telling their ‘real stories’ and speaking openly about sensitive issues. Some insisted 

on providing more information than was required, receiving catharsis by sharing 

their stories and being ‘heard’. The reiteration of confidentiality commitments and 

anonymity also assuaged disclosure concerns.  

The research also offered the opportunity to reflect on the usefulness of specific 

methods employed. On reflection, although the qualitative diary method served its 

purpose to capture the experiences of asylum seekers and refugees over a one-off set 

period and provide a crucial window into their present-day lives, it was a challenging 

method due to its written format and its effort and time requirement. Consequently, 

only literate people undertook this method, therefore, excluding a portion of the 

study population. The request for a second qualitative diary produced a low return 

rate and so the second-phase failed to fulfil its purpose. Intended to assess the 

circumstantial changes of participants’ lives after one year, the entries received 

offered limited new information. Whilst a fruitless effort empirically, this finding is 

symptomatic of stagnation caused by time spent ‘waiting’ in the asylum system.  

8.4 Future Work 

To conclude, future areas of research that were beyond the scope of this PhD could 

include the use of a longitudinal perspective to further explore the area of integration. 

Indeed, this could prove to be an interesting study, particularly with a focus on the 

experiences of the study population after an established timeframe. Greater 

engagement with the processes and outcomes of applying for asylum, receiving 

refugee status and life afterwards, would lead to a longer term understanding of the 

lives of these people in Northern Ireland. The methodology model used in this thesis 

could be fruitfully employed in future projects within refugee studies.  

Understanding of the cross-border movement of asylum seekers within the island of 

Ireland would prove both useful from a social networks perspective, and would also 

be of interest to the governments, human rights agencies and refugee support sectors 

on both sides of the border. Chapter Five revealed the use of the Republic of Ireland-
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Northern Ireland border by human-smugglers as a gateway to the UK from Dublin, 

and the movement to Northern Ireland of asylum seekers at risk of deportation in the 

Republic of Ireland was also illuminated. The spatial and socio-political phenomena 

of the latter is particularly worthy of future study. This is in light of a recent High 

Court case (Thornton 2013) in which a family successfully defended their right to re-

claim asylum and remain in Northern Ireland after years spent within the asylum 

system in the Republic of Ireland (see Northern Ireland Courts and Tribunals Service 

2013 for the judicial review report). The porosity of the border, an interstate 

comparison of immigration and resettlement policy, the influence of social networks 

and the relevance of contexts that facilitate and encourage such movement, though 

offering a departure from the central enquiry of this current study, all warrant further 

research.  

The discussion provided in Chapter Six on ‘travel performativity’ provides a specific 

original element of the research, which has not been widely discussed or documented 

within migration literature. Developemnt of this ‘new’ and stimulating theme 

requires further research. Its significance to knowledge contribution lies in the 

insight gained on strategies deployed by human-smugglers to ensure their illegal 

operations are undected during international movement, which has important value in 

understanding human-smuggling processes. This thesis has provided a foundation for 

all such work.  
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Demographics of Research Participants 

The following tables present demographics for members of the study population 

associated with each research method, excluding those involved in participant 

observations. Due to the nature of this research method they were unobtainable. 

Instead information on events attended, location, approximate number of 

participants, and a summary of key observations is given. Organisation 

representative interviewees’ demographics are not provided as considered not 

relevant. Discussion topic information is included for each auxiliary interview and 

focus group.  
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Research Interviews 

Sex Age  Nationality 
Immigration 

Status 
Length of Time in NI 

Male 27 Sudan Refugee 1 year 

Male 30 Somalia Refugee 16 months 

Male 28 Zimbabwe Ref. Asylum Seeker 10 months 

Male 47 Zimbabwe British Citizenship 10 years 

Female 42 Somalia 
Asylum Seeker 

(previously refused) 
1 year (7 years previously in ROI) 

Male 18 North Africa Ref. Asylum Seeker 2 weeks (Oxford, UK- 2.5 years) 

Male 55 North Africa Ref. Asylum Seeker 
11 years (including 9 years in ROI). Lived in 

various European countries prior 

Male 21 South Asia Asylum Seeker 18 months 

Male 26 East Africa Ref. Asylum Seeker  2 years, 6 months 

Male 30 Syria Asylum Seeker 10 months 

Female 30 Zimbabwe Ref. asylum seeker 3 years  

Female 28 Somalia Ref. asylum seeker 4 years, 2 months 

Male 20 Somalia 
Asylum Seeker 

(previously refused) 
1 year. 4 years in various European countries 

prior 

Male 29 Somalia Refugee  2 years, 8 months 

Male 49 Syria Asylum Seeker 1 year, 7 months 

Male 29 Sudan Refugee  5 years 

Male 55 Zimbabwe Ref. Asylum Seeker 7 years 

Female 39 Sudan Asylum seeker 3 years (2 years previously in ROI) 

Male 27 South Asia 
Asylum Seeker, 

(previously refused) 
4 years  

Female 30-35 East Africa British citizenship 11 years 

Male 28 Zimbabwe Ref. Asylum Seeker 1 year, 9 months 

Female 52 Zimbabwe Refugee 6 years, 8 months 

Male 37 Nigeria Asylum Seeker 8 months 

Female 29 Nigeria Asylum Seeker 8 months 

Male 23 South Asia 
Asylum Seeker 

(previously refused) 
4 years (8 months previously in London) 

Male 31 West Asia Asylum seeker 
4 years, 9 months (1 year previously in 

England) 

Female 26 Somalia Refugee 2 years (5 years previously in London) 

Male 51 South Sudan British citizenship  
4 years (16 years previously in London, 3 years 

in ROI). 9 years in Turkey and Iraq prior 

Female 30 China Discretionary Leave 4 years, 6 months (3 years previously in ROI) 

Female 28 China Discretionary Leave 7 years (1 year previously in London) 

Female 34 West Asia Refugee  2 years, 1 month 

Male 32 Somalia Refugee 5 years, 3 months 

Male 44 Ethiopia Refugee 2 years, 2 months 

Male 42 West Africa Refugee 1 year, 10 months 

Female 27 Iran Refugee 4 years, 4 months 

Female 23 Iran Refugee 4 years, 4 months 

Male 25 Somalia Refugee  7 years 

Female 45 Nigeria Asylum seeker 1 year, 4 months (7 years previously in ROI) 

Female 43 Nigeria Discretionary Leave  7 years, 6 months 

Female 28 China Asylum seeker 6 years 

Male 31 China Ref. asylum seeker  10 years (2 years previously in London) 
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Qualitative Diary Studies 

 

 

 

 

Focus Groups 

 

 

 

 

Sex Age Nationality
Immigration 

Status

Length of Time 

in NI 

 Length of Time 

in NI - Second 

diary

Female 31 Zimbabw e Asylum Seeker 10 months 2 year, 1 months

Male 26 East Africa Ref. Asylum Seeker 2 years, 6 months

Female 42 Somalia Asylum Seeker 1 year, 1 month 2 year, 7 months 

Male 27 Sudan Refugee 1 year 2 years

Male 28 Sudan Asylum Seeker 10 months

Male 28 Zimbabw e Asylum Seeker 5 months 1 year, 5 months

Male 32 Sudan Refugee 3 years, 2 months

Male 54 Sudan Refugee 3 years

Male 29 Sudan Refugee 5 years

Male 33 Sri Lanka Asylum Seeker 4 years, 2 months

Female 29 Zimbabw e Asylum seeker 5 years

Male 23 South Asia Ref. Asylum Seeker 4 years

Male 20 Sudan Refugee 3 years

F.G. Sex Age Nationality
Immigration 

Status

Length of 

Time in NI
Group Discussion

1 Male 33 Sudan
Ref. Asylum 

Seeker
7 years

Life as a refused asylum 

seeker and social integration

1 Male 39 Sudan
Ref. Asylum 

Seeker
7 years

Life as a refused asylum 

seeker and social integration

1 Male 34 Sudan
Ref. Asylum 

Seeker

4 years (6 years 

previously in 

England)

Life as a refused asylum 

seeker and social integration

2 Male 28 Zimbabw e
Ref. Asylum 

Seeker
2 years Social Integration and identity

2 Female 43 Somalia Asylum seeker
3 years (7 years 

previously in ROI)
Social Integration and identity

2 Female 28 Sudan Refugee
4 years, 7 

months
Social Integration and identity
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Participant Observation Locations 

Event/ Activity Location 
No. of 

Participants 
Summary of Key Observations 

Church-run Christmas 
dinner 

Common Grounds café, 
South Belfast 

50 (plus) 
Social interaction among diverse people 

at free community event 

Somali lady moving 
house 

NASS house, South 
Belfast 

4 
Support from co-nationals during house 

move and conversations 

International Meeting 
Point drop-in service 

International Meeting 
Point, South Belfast 

40 (plus) Setting and social interactions 

Belfast Friendship Club 
Common Grounds café, 

South Belfast 
80 (plus) Setting and social interactions 

Saint Vincent de Paul 
weekly financial 

donations meeting 

University Road, South 
Belfast 

7 
Financial donations to refused asylum 
seekers and subsequent conversation 

Global Kitchen project 
celebration (South 

Belfast Roundtable on 
Racism) 

Mornington Community 
Centre, South Belfast 

60 (plus) 
Social interactions and conversations 

with project trainees and guests 

LORAG community area 
tour 

Lower Ormeau area, 
South Belfast 

1 
Conversation about Somali lady’s 

participation in a public play 

GAA Club Integration 
project 

Leitrim GAA Club, Co. 
Down 

60 (plus) 
Social interactions and feedback from 

project 

Journey to rural primary 
school 

Dechomet, Co. Down 1 Fear of crossing the border to ROI 

Journey to Tesco for 
shopping 

North Belfast 3 
Somali women discuss Section 4 

support and budgeting money 

After Belfast Friendship 
Club 

South Belfast 1 
Discussion of feeling towards Home 

Office, ineligibility to work and Belfast 
Friendship Club 

Registering for Electoral 
card 

Belfast City centre 1 
Importance of having a form of ID for a 

refused asylum seeker 

Eid Al-Fitr celebration 
Morton Community 

centre, South Belfast 
50 (plus) 

Sudanese community post Ramadan 
celebration 

Provision of 
accommodation 

South Belfast 2 
Discussion of co-ethnic support among 

refused asylum seekers 

GAA match Carryduff, Co. Down 1 
Discussion on integration and 
acceptance at 'local' events 

NICRAS NICRAS, South Belfast 5 
Setting and conversations with NICRAS 

members 

Celebration of positive 
Home Office decision 

South Belfast 1 
Discussion about feelings towards other 

people receiving positive decisions  

Buying beef bones 
Castlereagh, East 

Belfast 
4 

Budgeting NASS money among 
Zimbabwean asylum seekers 

Buying maize 
Zimbabwean man's 
house, East Belfast 

6 
Maintaining cultural traditions and 

information sharing among 
Zimbabweans 

Freedom from Torture 
workshop 

Mediation NI, South 
Belfast 

20 (plus) Discussions of life as an asylum seeker 

Belfast High Court 
attendance 

High Court, Belfast City 
Centre 

2 
Co-national social networks and church 

support 

Association Darfur NI 
cultural event 

Belfast City Church, 
South Belfast 

80 (plus) 
Social interaction and maintaining 

cultural traditions among Sudanese 
people 
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Auxiliary Interviews 

- Study group members 

 

Sex Age Nationality 
Immigration 

Status 
Interview Discussion 

Female 42 Somalia Asylum Seeker Charity Christmas dinner 

Male 29 Zimbabwe Asylum Seeker Drumkeen House (Home Office) signing 

Female 28 Somalia Ref. Asylum Seeker Drumkeen House (Home Office) signing 

Male 29 Zimbabwe Asylum Seeker Global Kitchen project 

Female 35-40 Sudan 
Spouse of ordinarily 

resident person 
Global Kitchen project 

Male 33 South Asia Asylum Seeker Global Kitchen project 

Male 33 Sudan Refugee Global Kitchen project 

Female 31 Zimbabwe Ref. Asylum Seeker Global Kitchen project 

Male 30 Zimbabwe Ref. Asylum Seeker Global Kitchen project 

Female 42 Somalia Asylum Seeker Removal and Detention 

 

 

-  Organisation representatives 
 

Organisation Role/Position Interview Discussion 

Saint Vincent de Paul 
Fundraising and Fund 
Distribution Volunteer 

Financial and material support provided for 
asylum seekers and refugees 

Common Grounds café 
(Belfast City Church) 

Café Director  
Christmas dinner provided free on Christmas day 

for people who are alone. 

Common Grounds café 
(Belfast City Church) 

Volunteer (for the Christmas 
dinner) 

Christmas dinner provided free on Christmas day 
for people who are alone. 

International Meeting 
Point 

Volunteer / church pastor 
Services available for asylum seekers, refugees 

and migrants 

International Meeting 
Point 

Assistant Director 
Services available for asylum seekers, refugees 

and migrants 

Homeplus NI Project Support worker 
Services available for asylum seekers and 

refugees 

British Red Cross 
Service Manager & Project 

Manager 
Services available for asylum seekers and 

refugees 

Lower Ormeau 
Resident's Action Group 

(LORAG) 

Creating Cohesive Communities 
Project Co-ordinator 

Services available for asylum seekers and 
refugees and local integration 

Bryson Intercultural Advise Worker (Asylum) 
Service available and reception of new asylum 

applicants 
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Distress Protocol 

This protocol will be used to manage distress and emotional discomfort during the 

course of interviews and focus group discussions. 

 

Distress Participant shows indication of distress or emotional 

discomfort evident through crying, shaking, etc.  
 

Or  
 

Participant declares they are experiencing distress or 

discomfort. 

 

 

Response Stage 1 Cease discussion and offer a break from proceedings. 

 

 Offer glass of water or other refreshment drink. 

 

 Inform participants they are not obliged to continue. 

 

Remind participants that the option to withdraw is available. 

 

 

Review  If participant feels they can continue, discussion is resumed. 

   

If participant feels they are unable to continue, go to Response 

Stage 2. 

 

 

Response Stage 2 Participant is removed from the discussion. 

 

Ask if they wish to discuss their feelings (with the researcher). 

 

Inform of local and specific support services available to them. 
 

Or 
 

With participant consent, offer to contact support services on 

their behalf. 

 

 

Follow up Following immediate commencement of discussion and the 

following day, either in person or via telephone, contact 

participant to assess how they are feeling.  

   

Should participant suggest feelings of distress, inform of local 

and specific support services available to them. 
 



Appendix Three 

294 
 

Research Information Briefing Notice - Interview - English 
 

School of Geography, Archaeology and Paleoecology 

Elmwood Avenue 

Queens University 

Belfast  

BT7 1NN 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

I would like to invite you to take part in a research project I am conducting as part of 

my postgraduate research studies at Queen’s University, Belfast, which is funded by 

the Department for Employment and Learning Northern Ireland. Ethical clearance 

has been granted by the School of Geography, Archaeology and Paleoecology Ethics 

Committee for this research to be conducted.  

My research is about the formation and use of social networks among asylum seekers 

and refugees in Northern Ireland. In brief, I aim to investigate the importance of 

social relationships, the benefits accrued from them and the values that are 

maintained within them in order to preserve social stability. The principle aim of this 

study is to contribute to an understanding of the formation and use of social networks 

and they serve to enable migration from country of origin, and support settlement in 

Northern Ireland. I am therefore interested in finding out about the experiences of 

asylum seekers and refugees in relation to migration from their country of origin, and 

the extent of their social relationships in Northern Ireland.  

Research findings will be obtained through informal interviews, which will last 

approximately one hour. Interview discussions will be recorded using a digital voice 

recorder for the purpose of data collection only. All recorded or written information 

produced from interviews will be safely contained in a lockable safe based in my 

office at Queen’s University. 

Taking part in this research is your free choice; you are not obliged to take part. You 

are free to change your mind during the interview and drop out at any time. You can 

also opt to not answer particular questions which you are not comfortable answering. 

All information you provide will be treated with confidentiality. Your name will not 

appear in any publications or public material resulting from this research.  

If you wish to participate in this study, please complete the participant consent form 

provided. Should you have any questions about this research or your role as a 

participant please feel free to ask. 

Yours sincerely, 

Brendan Quail 

Postgraduate Research Student 

Queen’s University, Belfast 
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Research Information Briefing Notice– Qualitative Diary - English 
 

School of Geography, Archaeology and Paleoecology 

Elmwood Avenue 

Queens University 

Belfast  

BT7 1NN 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

I would like to invite you to take part in a research project I am conducting as part of 

my postgraduate research studies at Queen’s University, Belfast, which is funded by 

the Department for Employment and Learning Northern Ireland. Ethical clearance 

has been granted by the School of Geography, Archaeology and Paleoecology Ethics 

Committee for this research to be conducted.  

My research is about the formation and use of social networks among asylum seekers 

and refugees in Northern Ireland. In brief, I aim to investigate the importance of 

social relationships, the benefits accrued from them and the values that are 

maintained within them in order to preserve social stability. The principle aim of this 

study is to contribute to an understanding of the formation and use of social networks 

and they serve to enable migration from country of origin, and support settlement in 

Northern Ireland. I am therefore interested in finding out about the experiences of 

asylum seekers and refugees in relation to migration from their country of origin, and 

the extent of their social relationships in Northern Ireland.  

For this particular part of the research, I am interested in finding out about your 

experiences of living in Northern Ireland; the extent of your social relationships, the 

places you go and activities you participate in on a daily basis. Research findings will 

be obtained through a diary method. You will be asked to complete a diary noting 

down your experiences and social interactions for the duration of seven days. A 

follow up meeting may be required after completion of the diary. All written 

information produced from diaries will be safely contained in a lockable safe based 

in my office at Queen’s University.  

Taking part in this research is your free choice. You are not obliged to take part. You 

are free to change your mind during the process and drop out at any time. All 

information you provide will be treated with confidentiality. Your name will not 

appear in any publications or public material resulting from this research.  

If you wish to participate in this study, please complete the participant consent form 

provided. Should you have any questions about this research study or your role as a 

participant please feel free to ask. 

Yours sincerely, 

Brendan Quail 

Postgraduate Research Student 

Queen’s University, Belfast 
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Research Information Briefing Notice - Focus Group - English 
 

School of Geography, Archaeology and Paleoecology 

Elmwood Avenue 

Queens University 

Belfast  

BT7 1NN 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

I would like to invite you to take part in a research project I am conducting as part of 

my postgraduate research studies at Queen’s University, Belfast, which is funded by 

the Department for Employment and Learning Northern Ireland. Ethical clearance 

has been granted by the School of Geography, Archaeology and Paleoecology Ethics 

Committee for this research to be conducted.  

My research is about the formation and use of social networks among asylum seekers 

and refugees in Northern Ireland. In brief, I aim to investigate the importance of 

social relationships, the benefits accrued from them and the values that are 

maintained within them in order to preserve social stability. The principle aim of this 

study is to contribute to an understanding of the formation and use of social networks 

and they serve to enable migration from country of origin, and support settlement in 

Northern Ireland. I am therefore interested in finding out about the experiences of 

asylum seekers and refugees in relation to migration from their country of origin, and 

the extent of their social relationships in Northern Ireland.  

Research findings will be obtained through informal focus groups which will last 

approximately one hour. Group discussions will be recorded using a digital voice 

recorder for the purpose of data collection only. All recorded or written information 

produced from interviews will be safely contained in a lockable safe based in my 

office at Queen’s University. 

Taking part in this research is your free choice; you are not obliged to take part. You 

are free to change your mind during the interview and drop out at any time. You can 

also opt to not answer particular questions which you are not comfortable answering. 

All information you provide will be treated with confidentiality. Your name will not 

appear in any publications or public material resulting from this research.  

If you wish to participate in this study, please complete the participant consent form 

provided. Should you have any questions about this research study or your role as a 

participant please feel free to ask. 

Yours sincerely, 

Brendan Quail 

Postgraduate Research Student 

Queen’s University, Belfast 
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Research Information Briefing Notice - Participant Observation - 

English 
 

School of Geography, Archaeology and Paleoecology 

Elmwood Avenue 

Queens University 

Belfast  

BT7 1NN 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

I would like to invite you to take part in a research project I am conducting as part of 

my postgraduate research studies at Queen’s University, Belfast, which is funded by 

the Department for Employment and Learning Northern Ireland. Ethical clearance 

has been granted by the School of Geography, Archaeology and Paleoecology Ethics 

Committee for this research to be conducted.  

My research is about the formation and use of social networks among asylum seekers 

and refugees in Northern Ireland. In brief, I aim to investigate the importance of 

social relationships, the benefits accrued from them and the values that are 

maintained within them in order to preserve social stability. The principle aim of this 

study is to contribute to an understanding of the formation and use of social networks 

and they serve to enable migration from country of origin, and support settlement in 

Northern Ireland. I am therefore interested in finding out about the experiences of 

asylum seekers and refugees in relation to migration from their country of origin, and 

the extent of their social relationships in Northern Ireland.  

For this particular part of the research, I am interested in finding out about your 

experiences of living in Northern Ireland; the extent of your social relationships, the 

places you go and activities you participate in, on a daily basis. Research findings 

will be obtained through noting observations and conversations. All written 

information produced will be safely contained in a lockable safe based in my office 

at Queen’s University.  

Taking part in this research is your free choice. You are not obliged to take part. You 

are free to change your mind during the process and drop out at any time. All 

information you provide will be treated with confidentiality. Your name will not 

appear in any publications or public material resulting from this research.  

If you wish to participate in this study, please complete the participant consent form 

provided. Should you have any questions about this research study or your role as a 

participant please feel free to ask. 

Yours sincerely, 

Brendan Quail 

Postgraduate Research Student 

Queen’s University, Belfast 
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Participant Consent Form - English 

 

Participant consent to take part in research 

 

Please indicate whether or not you wish to take part in this research. 

 

Please tick the appropriate box. 

I fully understand the purpose of this research study and my role as a participant and 

agree to take part in this research.    

YES       

NO 

 

Name:  …………………………………………………………………………….. 

Signature:  …………………………………………………………………………. 

Date:  …………………………………… 

 

Thank you. 

 

Brendan Quail 

Postgraduate Research Student 

Queen’s University, Belfast 
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Research Information Briefing Notice - Interview - Arabic 
 

 لجغرافيا، وعلوم اآلثار وعلم البيئة القديمةكليّة ا

 شارع إيلموود

 جامعة كوينز

 

 ة\السيدة العزيز\السيد

أود دعوتك للمشاركة في مشروع بحث أُجريه أنا كُجزء من دراساتي العليا في جامعة كوينز، بلفاست والتي 

الموافقة األخالقيّة عن طريق اللجنة األخالقية لِكلية تَُمّولها كليّة التوظيف والتعليم، إيرلندا الشمالية. لقد تّم منح 

 الجغرافيا والعلوم وعلم البيئة القديمة حتى يتم الشروع في هذا البحث.

يتمحور بحثي عن تكوين واستخدامات "رأس المال اإلجتماعي" بين الالجئين وطالبي اللجوء في إيرلندا 

ينظر في أهمية العالقات اإلجتماعية، والفوائد الُمستََحقّة منها الشمالية. باختصار، فإن "رأس المال اإلجتماعي" 

 والقيم الُمحافَظ عليها داخلها من أجل المحافظة على اإلستقرار اإلجتماعي. 

الهدف الرئيسي من هذه الدراسة هو المساهمة لفهم تكوين واستخدامات رأس المال اإلجتماعي وكيف يساعد 

عم اإلستقرار في إيرلندا الشمالية. لذلك فأنا مهتم بأن أعرف عن تجارب طالبي على الهجرة من الوطن األم ويد

 اللجوء والالجئين فيما يتعلق بالهجرة من وطنهم األصلي وامتداد عالقاتهم اإلجتماعية في إيرلندا الشمالية. 

م تسجيل سيتم الحصول على نتائج البحث من خالل مقابالت غير رسمية حيث ستستمر لحوالي ساعة. سيت

نقاشات المقابالت باستخدام مسجل صوت رقمي بهدف جمع المعلومات فقط. جميع المعلومات المسجلة أو 

المكتوبة التي يتم إنتاجها من المقابالت ستُحفَظ في خزنة قابلة للقفل موجودة في مكتبي في كلية الجغرافيا وعلوم 

 اآلثار وعلم البيئة القديمة في جامعة كوينز.

في هذا البحث هو خيارك الحر، أنت لست ُملزماً بالمشاركة. أنت ُحر في أن تُغير رأيك خالل المقابلة  المشاركة

واإلنسحاب في أي وقت. يمكنك أيضاً أن تختار عدم اإلجابة على بعض األسئلة المعيّنة التي تشعر بأنك غير 

معها بسريّة. لن يظهر اسمك في أي منشورات  مرتاح باإلجابة عليها. جميع المعلومات التي تُقّدمها سيتم التعامل

 أو أشياء عامة تنتج من هذا البحث. 

إذا أردت أن تشارك في البحث رجاًء أكمل استمارة موافقة المشترك الُمرفقة. إذا كانت لديك أي أسئلة عن 

 دراسة هذا البحث أو عن دورك كمشترك رجاًء ال تتردد في السؤال. 

 المخلص لكم 

 لبريندان كوي

 طالب دراسات عليا

 جامعة كوينز، بلفاست
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Research Information Briefing Notice - Participant Observation - 

Arabic 
 

 شارع إيلموود

 جامعة كوينز

 

 ة\السيدة العزيز\السيد

ي أود دعوتك للمشاركة في مشروع بحث أُجريه أنا كُجزء من دراساتي العليا في جامعة كوينز، بلفاست والت

تَُمّولها كليّة التوظيف والتعليم، إيرلندا الشمالية. لقد تّم منح الموافقة األخالقيّة عن طريق اللجنة األخالقية لِكلية 

 الجغرافيا والعلوم وعلم البيئة القديمة حتى يتم الشروع في هذا البحث.

بي اللجوء في إيرلندا يتمحور بحثي عن تكوين واستخدامات "رأس المال اإلجتماعي" بين الالجئين وطال

الشمالية. باختصار، فإن "رأس المال اإلجتماعي" ينظر في أهمية العالقات اإلجتماعية، والفوائد الُمستََحقّة منها 

 والقيم الُمحافَظ عليها داخلها من أجل المحافظة على اإلستقرار اإلجتماعي. 

امات رأس المال اإلجتماعي وكيف يساعد على الهدف الرئيسي من هذا البحث هو المساهمة لفهم تكوين واستخد

الهجرة من الوطن األم ويدعم اإلستقرار في إيرلندا الشمالية. لذلك فأنا مهتم بأن أعرف عن تجارب طالبي 

 اللجوء والالجئين فيما يتعلق بالهجرة من وطنهم األصلي وامتداد عالقاتهم اإلجتماعية في إيرلندا الشمالية.

ديد، أنا مهتم بمعرفة تجارب معيشك في إيرلندا الشمالية، ومدى عالقاتك اإلجتماعية، في هذا البحث بالتح

واألماكن التي تذهب إليها و النشاطات التي تشارك فيها بشكل يومي. نتائج البحث سيتم الحصول عليها عن 

ماعية لمدى سبعة طريق تدوين مفكرة. سيُطلَب منك إكمال مفكرة حيث ستُدّون فيها تجاربك وتفاعالتك اإلجت

أيام. قد يُطلَب منك الحضور لمقابلة بعد إكمالك لتدوين الُمفكرة. جميع المعلومات الُمدّونة في المفكرات ستكون 

محفوظة بأمان في خزنة قابلة للقفل موجودة في مكتبي في كلية الجغرافيا وعلم اآلثار وعلم البيئة القديمة في 

 جامعة كوينز.

المشاركة في هذا البحث هو خيارك الحر، أنت لست ُملزماً بالمشاركة. أنت ُحر في أن تُغير رأيك خالل المقابلة 

واإلنسحاب في أي وقت. جميع المعلومات التي تُقّدمها سيتم التعامل معها بسريّة. لن يظهر اسمك في أي 

 منشورات أو أشياء عامة تنتج من هذا البحث. 

ك في البحث رجاًء أكمل استمارة موافقة المشترك الُمرفقة. إذا كانت لديك أي أسئلة عن إذا أردت أن تشار

 دراسة هذا البحث أو عن دورك كمشترك رجاًء ال تتردد في السؤال. 

 المخلص لكم 

 بريندان كويل

 طالب دراسات عليا

 جامعة كوينز، بلفاست
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Participant Consent Form - Arabic 

 

 المشتركإستمارة موافقة 

 موافقة المشترك على اإلشتراك في هذا البحث

 رجاًء حّدد بالموافقة أو الرفض إذا أردت المشاركة في مقابلة يتم إجراؤها كجزء من هذا البحث.

 رجاًء ضع عالمة على الصندوق

 أنا أتفهم تماماً الهدف من هذا البحث ودوري كمشترك وأوافق على اإلشتراك في هذا البحث

 نعم    

 ال 

 اإلسم:    ...........................................................................

 التوقيع:  ...........................................................................

 .....التاريخ:  .....................................................................

 

 شكراً 

 

 بريندان كويل

 طالب دراسات عليا 

 جامعة كوينز، بلفاست
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Research Information Briefing Notice - Interview - Somali 
 

Iskuulka cilmiga juqraafiga, cilmiga qadiimka iyo cilmiga deegaanka 

Elmwood Avenue 

Jaamacada Queens 

Belfast 

BT7 1 NN 

Mudane/ Marwo, 

Waxaan jeclaan lahaa in aan kugu marti qaadaynaa inaad ka qayb qaadato mashruuca 

climi badhista ah ee aan leyhay oo ka mid ah daraasadaha jaamacada Queens, 

Belfast, kaas oo maal galinka qaaddi xaruunta waxbarashada iyo shaqada Northern 

Ireland.  Gelinayo waxyaabaha anshaxa wanaagsan waxa laqa siiyay iskuulka 

cilmiga juqraafiga, cilmiga qadiimiga ah iyo cilmiga deegaanka. Cilmi baadhistan 

guddiga anshaxa iya lagu sameeyey. 

Cilmi baadhiskaygu wuxo ku saabsan yahay falka iyo isticmaalka caasimadda 

bulshada ka dhex doonka iyo qaxoontiga Northern Ireland. Si kooban, caasimadda 

bulshada waxay u egtahay in ay muhiimadda ay leedahay xidhiidhka bulshada, ka 

faa’iidooynka laga hellaa iyaga iyo qiimayaasha xidhiidhka iyaga gudahooda si ay u 

xafidaan xasilloonida bulshada. 

Ujeeddada daraasaddan waxay tahay fahamka iyo isticmaalka raasamaal bulsheedka 

iyo sida ay u adeegto si awood ugu guureen dalka hooyo, iyo taageerada iyo 

caawitanka dejinta ee Northern Ireland. Sidaa darted waxaan raba in aan ugaado 

aragnimada magan-galyaha doonka ah iyo qaxootiga waxay xiisaynayan ee kusabsan 

wadankoodi hooyo iyo xidhiidhka bulshada ee Northern Ireland. 

Natiijooyinka cilmi barista waxa lugu heli doonaa warysiyo aan rasmi ahayn oo 

socon doona qiyaas ahaan hal saac. Warysiga cajalad iya lagu duubi doona ujeeddo 

ah macluumaad uruinta oo kaliya. Waraysiga macluumaad duuban ama qoral ah 

kabadh iya lugu xareeen quful leh oo amman ah oo ku salaysan xafiiskayga ee 

Iskuulka cilmiga juqraafiga, cilmiga qadiimka iyo cilmiga deegaanka ee kuyal 

jaamacada Queens. 

Qaybqaadshada cilmibaadhista tanu waa doorasho oo waajib ama qasab kugu ma aha 

in aad ka qayb gasho. Xor baad tahay in aad isbeddesho oo aad ka baxay karta 

wareysiga waqti kasta. Waxa kale oo aad dooran kartaa in aadan jawabaan su’aalaha 

qaar aad ku raaxesniin. Dhammaan macluumaadka waxaa loola dhaqmi doonaa si 

qarsoodi ah. Magacaaga kama dhex muuqan maayo cilmi baaristaan. Haddii aad 

rabto inaad ka qaybgasho cilmibaadhistan fadlan buuxi foomka ka qeyb qaataan 

oggolaansho ah ee lasocda qoraalkan. Haddii aad qabto wax su;aalo ah oo ku saabsan 

daraasaddan cilmibaadhistan ama aad kaalintaada ka qaybqaadatosi aad u weydiiso 

six or ah u weydiiso. 

Mahadsanid, 

 

Brendan Quail 

Arday cilmibaadhista ah 

Jaamacada Queens 

Belfast 
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Research Information Briefing Notice - Participant Observation - 

Somali 
 

Iskuulka cilmiga juqraafiga, cilmiga qadiimka iyo cilmiga deegaanka 

Elmwood Avenue 

Jaamacada Queens 

Belfast 

BT7 1 NN 

Mudane/ Marwo, 

Waxaan jeclaan lahaa in aa kugu marti qaadaynaa inaad ka qayb qaadato mashruuca 

climi barista ah ee aan leyhay oo ka mid ah daraasadaha jaamacada Queens, Belfast, 

kaas oo maal galinka qaaddi xaruunta waxbarashada iyo shaqada Northern Ireland.  

Gelinayo waxyaabaha anshaxa wanaagsan waxa laqa siiyay iskuulka cilmiga 

juqraafiga, cilmiga qadiimiga ah iyo cilmiga deegaanka. Cilmi baadhistan guddiga 

anshaxa iya lagu sameeyey. Cilmi baadhiskaygu wuxo ku saabsan yahay falka iyo 

isticmaalka arimaha bulshada ka dhex doonka iyo qaxoontiga Northern Ireland. Si 

kooban, arimaha bulshada waxay u egtahay in ay muhiimadda ay leedahay 

xidhiidhka bulshada, ka faa’iidooynka laga hellaa iyaga iyo qiimayaasha xidhiidhka 

iyaga gudahooda si ay u xafidaan xasilloonida bulshada. Ujeeddada daraasaddan 

waxay tahay fahamka iyo isticmaalka raasamaal bulsheedka iyo sida ay u adeegto si 

awood ugu guureen dalka hooyo, iyo taageerada iyo caawitanka dejinta ee Northern 

Ireland. Sidaa darted waxaan raba in aan ugaado aragnimada magan-galyaha doonka 

ah iyo qaxootiga waxay xiisaynayan ee kusabsan wadankoodi hooyo iyo xidhiidhka 

bulshada ee Northern Ireland. 

Gaar ahaan qaybtan cilmi baadhista ah, waxaan doonyaa in aan ogaado waaya 

aragnimadaada ee noolashaada ku saabsan ee dalka Northen Ireland,Xidhiidhka 

bulshada, meelaha aad tagtid iyo waxqabadyada aad ka qayb gashid maalin kasta. 

Natiijooyinka cilmibaadhista waxaa lagu heli doonaa iyadoo ah habka xusuus. 

Waxaa lagu weydiin doonaa inaad buuxiso xussus-ogaaney waaya aragnimadaada 

iyo isdhexgalka bulshada toddoba maalmood ah. Kulanka raac laga yaabaa in loo 

baahdo marka la dhameysto xusuus qoraalka. Waraysiga, macluumaad duuban ama 

qoral ah kabadh iya lugu xareeen quful leh oo amman ah oo ku salaysan xafiiskayga 

ee Iskuulka cilmiga juqraafiga, cilmiga qadiimka iyo cilmiga deegaanka ee kuyal 

jaamacada Queens. 

Qaybqaadshada cilmibaadhista tanu waa doorasho oo waajib ama qasab kugu ma aha 

in aad ka qayb gasho. Xor baad tahay in aad isbeddesho oo aad ka baxay karta 

wareysiga waqti kasta. Waxa kale oo aad dooran kartaa in aadan jawabaan su’aalaha 

qaar aad ku raaxesniin. Dhammaan macluumaadka waxaa loola dhaqmi doonaa si 

qarsoodi ah. Magacaaga kama dhex muuqan maayo cilmi baaristaan. Haddii aad 

rabto inaad ka qaybgasho cilmibaadhistan fadlan buuxi foomka ka qeyb qaataan 

oggolaansho ah ee lasocda qoraalkan. Haddii aad qabto wax su;aalo ah oo ku saabsan 

daraasaddan cilmibaadhistan ama aad kaalintaada ka qaybqaadatosi aad u weydiiso 

six or ah u weydiiso. 

Mahadsanid. 

Brendan Quail 

Arday cilmibaadhista ah 

Jaamacada Queens Belfast 
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Participant Consent Form - Somali 

 

Foomka oggolaanshaha ka qaybgalaha 

 

Oggolaansho ka qaybgalaha si ay qayb uga qaataan cilmi-baadhista 

 

Fadlan tilmaam haddi aad rabto ama inaanad rabin inaad ka qayb qaasato wareysi la 

sameen doono oo qayb ka ah cilmibaadhis. 

 

Fadlan saxiix sanduuqa ku haboon. 

Waxaan si buuxda u fahmay ujeeddada daraasaddan cilmibaadhista iyo doorka sida 

qaybgale oo aan oggolaadi in aan ka qeybgalo cilmibaadhistan. 

 

Haa  

Maya            

 

Magaca:    ………………………………………………………………………. 

Saxiix:    ………………………………………………………………………… 

Taariighda:   …………………………………… 

 

Mahadsanid. 

Brendan Quail 

Arday cilmibaadhista ah 

Jaamacada Queens 

Belfast 
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Research Interview Briefing Notice - Interview - Chinese 

 

地理学，考古学和古生态学院 

埃尔姆伍德大道  

女王大学  

贝尔法斯特 

BT7 1NN 

敬启者，  

我是贝尔法斯特女王大学的研究生，现诚意邀请阁下参予一个由北爱尔兰就业

和学习部资助的研究项目。这个研究已得到女王大学的地理学、考古学和古生

态学院部门的审核和批准。 

我的研究主题是有关北爱尔兰寻求庇护者和难民之间及社会资源的组成及运用

。简单来说，社会资源是依赖社会关系的重要性。维系社会稳定是来自其价值

和益处。  

本研究的主要目的是了解社会资源的形成和运作，还有是新移民如何贡献于北

爱尔兰。因此，我很有兴趣知道寻求庇护者和难民从他们祖国移居的故事和他

们在北爱尔兰与社区联系的情况。 

该研究调查是透过大概一小时简单轻松的面谈形式获取资料。为确保资料的准

确性，面谈内容会以数码录音方式记录。所有记录资料均会以保密安全方式处

理，并存放于女王大学的考古学和古生态学院部门内。 

阁下是没有义务一定要参予这项研究调查的，但是可自由决定参予与否。而且

阁下也可随时拒绝回答任何敏感性或不想回答的问题。所有提供的资料均以保

密方式处理。阁下的名字将不会在有关这项研究的刊物或公开资料中透露。  

如阁下愿意参与这项研究调查，请填写随函附上的参与者同意书。 

如有任何疑问，请随时与本人联络。  

此致  

    贝尔法斯特女王大学研究生 

    Brendan Quail 

      谨启 
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Participant Consent Form - Chinese 

 

参与者同意书 

 

同意参与研究 

 

请注明阁下是否愿意参与这项研究调查的面谈。 

 

请在适当的空格上填写 

 

我完全明白这项研究调查的目的，并同意参与该项调查 

 
 

                      是 

         

                                        否 

 

姓名:    ………………………………… 

签名:    ………………………………… 

日期:    ………………………………… 

******* 谢谢！******* 

 

贝尔法斯特女王大学研究生 

    Brendan Quail 

      谨启 
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Research Information Briefing Notice for Host Organisations 
 

School of Geography, Archaeology and Paleoecology 

Elmwood Avenue 

Queens University 

Belfast  

BT7 1NN 

Dear organisation representative,  

I am conducting research as part of my postgraduate research studies at Queens 

University, Belfast, which is funded by the Department for Employment and 

Learning Northern Ireland. I would like to request permission to undertake research 

in your organisation’s premises and, if applicable, with your organisation’s members. 

I am interested in conducted research with members of the asylum seeker and 

refugee community and, in some instances, with members of the wider community. 

Ethical clearance has been granted by the School of Geography, Archaeology and 

Paleoecology Ethics Review Committee for this research to be conducted.  

My research is about the formation and use of social networks among asylum seekers 

and refugees in Northern Ireland. In brief, I aim to investigate the importance of 

social relationships, the benefits accrued from them and the values that are 

maintained within them in order to preserve social stability. The principle aim of this 

study is to contribute to an understanding of the formation and use of social networks 

and they serve to enable migration from country of origin, and support settlement in 

Northern Ireland. I am therefore interested in finding out about the experiences of 

asylum seekers and refugees in relation to migration from their country of origin, and 

the extent of their social relationships in Northern Ireland.  

Research findings will be obtained through a range of methods which include 

interviews, focus groups, observations and qualitative diaries. While the interviews 

and focus groups may last approximately one hour, observations will be made over 

an undetermined durational period. Qualitative diaries will be completed by 

participants in their own free time. Use of particular research methods on your 

premises or with your membership will be discussed prior to their employment. 

Interview and focus group discussions will be recorded using a digital voice recorder 

for the purpose of data collection only. All recorded or written information produced 

from either of the research methods will be safely contained in a lockable safe based 

in my office at Queen’s University. All information will be treated with 

confidentiality. Anonymity will be provided for all research participants. 

If you wish to provide permission for research to take place in your premises/with 

your organisation’s members, please complete the consent form provided. Should 

you have any questions about this research study, please feel free to ask. 

Yours sincerely, 

Brendan Quail 

Postgraduate Research Student 

Queen’s University, Belfast 
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Consent Form for Host Organisations 

 

Consent to host research interviews 

 

Please indicate whether or not you wish to provide permission for research to be 

conducted by the researcher, Brendan Quail, in your organisation’s premises / with 

your organisation’s members, as part of this research study. 

 

Please tick the appropriate box. 

I fully understand the purpose of this research study and agree that research may be 

conducted.    

YES       

NO 

 

Name:  …………………………………………………………………………….. 

Signature:  …………………………………………………………………………. 

Position:  ……………………………………………………………………………. 

Organisation:  ………………………………………………………………………. 

Date:  …………………………………… 

 

Thank you for your support. 

 

Brendan Quail 

Postgraduate Research Student 

Queen’s University, Belfast 
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Research Information Briefing Notice - Interviews - Organisation 

Representatives 
 

School of Geography, Archaeology and Paleoecology 

Elmwood Avenue 

Queens University 

Belfast  

BT7 1NN 

Dear organisation representative,  

I am conducting research as part of my postgraduate research studies at Queens 

University, Belfast, which is funded by the Department for Employment and 

Learning Northern Ireland. I have conducted interviews with many asylum seekers 

and refugees as part of my studies. The current stage of research involves interviews 

with organisation representatives who work directly with asylum seekers and 

refugees. I would like to request permission to undertake an interview with you. 

Ethical clearance has been granted by the School of Geography, Archaeology and 

Paleoecology Ethics Committee for this research to be conducted.  

My research is about the formation and use of social networks among asylum seekers 

and refugees in Northern Ireland. In brief, I aim to investigate the importance of 

social relationships, the benefits accrued from them and the values that are 

maintained within them in order to preserve social stability. The principle aim of this 

study is to contribute to an understanding of the formation and use of social networks 

and they serve to enable migration from country of origin, and support settlement in 

Northern Ireland. I am therefore interested in finding out about the experiences of 

asylum seekers and refugees in relation to migration from their country of origin, and 

the extent of their social relationships in Northern Ireland.  

For this particular part of the research, I am interested in finding out about the 

services and support available to asylum seekers and refugees through your 

organisation. Research findings will be obtained through an informal interview 

which will last approximately thirty minutes. Interview discussions will be recorded 

using a digital voice recorder for the purpose of data collection only. All recorded or 

written information produced from interviews will be safely contained in a lockable 

safe based in my office at Queens University. All information will be treated with 

confidentiality. Anonymity will be provided, should this be required. 

If you wish to provide permission for interviews, please complete the consent form 

provided. Should you have any questions about this research study or your role in the 

interview process, please feel free to ask. 

Yours sincerely, 

Brendan Quail 

Postgraduate Research Student 

Queen’s University, Belfast 
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Organisation Representative Consent Form 

 

Consent to research interview 

 

Please indicate whether or not you wish provide permission for a research interview 

to be conducted between the researcher, Brendan Quail, and you, as a representative 

from the organisation you are involved in, as part of this research. 

 

Please tick the appropriate box. 

I fully understand the purpose of this research study and agree that an interview can 

be conducted.    

YES       

NO 

 

Name:  ……………………………………………………………………………… 

Signature:  …………………………………………………………………………. 

Position:  ……………………………………………………………………………. 

Organisation:  ………………………………………………………………………. 

Date:  …………………………………… 

 

Thank you. 

Brendan Quail 

Postgraduate Research Student 

Queen’s University, Belfast 
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Interview Guide 
 

1. Background information 

 Name: 

 Sex: 

 Age: 

 Religion: 

 Occupation / Informal work / Volunteering: 

 No. of family members: 

 Marital status: 

 Country of origin: 

 Length of time in NI/UK: 

 Immigration status in UK: 

 

2. Experiences in country of origin 

 Tell me about your life in your home country before moving to NI? 

o What was your attainment in education and employment? 

 Tell me about the community you lived in and the people you associated 

with?  

 Tell me about the key reasons for leaving your home country? 

o Did you have to leave promptly or have time to anticipate and plan 

your departure? 

o Who was left behind? 

 Tell me about other people you know who have migrated from your home 

area? 

o Are there established traditions of migration?  

o Where did people migrate to? 

o Why did other people migrate?   

 

3. Choice of country of destination and operation of migration 

 Tell me about the journey from your home country to NI? 

o Which countries did you pass through? 

o How long was spent in each country? 

o What means of transport was used to get between countries? 

o Did you travel with other asylum seekers or alone? 

 How was the journey to NI organised and supported? 

o Who supported your decision to leave? 

o Was help sought from facilitators (i.e. individuals or organisations) in 

country of origin or throughout the journey? 

 Was more than one facilitator approached for support? 

 How was contact established with the facilitator? 

 Was help sought from facilitators in the NI/UK? 

 Tell me about the kind of guidance/advice given on possible destinations? 
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o Was help given with travel documents, i.e. passports? 

 Tell me about the cost of the journey and how it was funded? 

 What choice did you have in selection of country destination? 

o Did the choice alter during the journey itself? 

o What other countries were considered?  

 Why were these countries considered? 

 Was entry into these countries attempted? 

 In what ways does the UK differ from other considered 

destinations? 

 What influenced the decision to move to NI? (For those who moved from 

other regions of the UK to NI) 

 Did you intend to settle in NI or did you intend a temporary stay? 

o What are your intentions now? 

 

4. Knowledge of Northern Ireland 

 Tell me about your knowledge of NI and the UK before you left your home 

country? 

o How was information on NI acquired? 

o Was it your intended destination? 

 What did you know about previous migration flows to NI or the UK? 

o Did you have prior contact with previous migrants? 

o Who were these people? 

o Why did they come to NI? 

 Before you arrived, what did you know about the asylum process and legal 

rights of asylum seekers in the UK? 

o What did you know about the benefits system in the UK? 

 

5. Realities in NI 

 Tell me about the realities of living in NI?   

o How long have you been waiting/did you wait for refugee status? 

o What stage of the asylum application process are you at? 

 What information do you give friends/relatives at home? 

o Have you supported other people moving to NI or the UK? 

 In what ways are you able to use your skills, educational knowledge or 

experiences in NI? 

o What factors encourage/discourage you to/from use/using your skills, 

knowledge and experiences? 

 

6. Friendships and associations 

 Tell me about the friendships and associations you have in NI? 

o How do they compare your friends and associates at home? 

o What accommodation do you currently live in and who do you live 

with? 



Appendix Nine 

313 
 

 Do you associate with the people you live with? 

o Do you feel it is easy to meet people?  

 Why is this? 

o Where do you meet the people you associate with?  

 Who are the people you consider to be close friends, who you feel at ease 

with? 

o Who are the people you could seek help from in a crisis, i.e. if you 

needed money or somewhere to live? 

 Tell me about the similarities and differences you have with the people you 

are friends with or associate with? 

o Who are the people you associate with? 

 Are they co-nationals, other immigrants, asylum seekers or 

refugees, or ‘locals’? 

 Tell me about times, if applicable, when you supported a neighbour or 

someone within your local community? 

o Do you support other asylum seekers or refugees? 

 Tell me about the type of people you associated with when you first came to 

NI and the type or people you associate with now?   

o If they have changed, what has influenced this change? 

 What are the main benefits of your friendships and associations in NI? 

 

7. Experiences, and community and organisational membership 

 Tell me about your experiences of living in your local area? 

o How safe and welcome do you feel in NI? 

o Do you ever experience problems with local people from NI?  

 What problems? 

o Do you feel accepted in NI?   

 Have you ever felt prejudiced against? 

o How do you feel towards state authorities in NI? 

o Do you feel you are a valued member of your local area?  

 What triggers this feeling? 

o Do you feel you have a ‘voice’ in your local area; at local level or at 

government level? 

 Tell me about your feelings of trust towards people in NI? 

o What enforces these feeling? 

 Tell me about involvement in community groups or community activities? 

 Tell me about your involvement in any organisations, political groups, sports 

or social or religious groups? 

o What are the main benefits of involvement in these 

organisations/groups? 

 Tell me about any employment and/or volunteer work you are involved in? 

o What are the main benefits of working or volunteering? 

 



Appendix Nine 

314 
 

8. Identity and personal aspirations 

 What does it mean to you to be a part of NI society? 

 Do you identify yourself as a resident of NI or as an asylum seeker/refugee in 

exile or other?  

 Why do you identify yourself in this manner? 

 What are your aspirations while here in NI? 

 Would you like to return to your home country?   

 What would have to change in your home country for you to return? 
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Qualitative Diary Guidelines and Sample - English 

 

Background information 

Name: 

Age: 

Sex: 

Religion: 

Marital status: 

Country and region of origin: 

Occupation: 

Length of time in UK/N. Ireland: 

Immigration status: 

 

Guidance notes 

Please record your experiences over seven consecutive days from you wake up until 

you go to bed. Include as much detail as possible on the following: 

 When you get up and go to bed. 

 The things you do during the day. 

 Where you go when you leave the house. Why you go to these places. 

 Maybe you prefer to mostly stay in your house. What the reasons for this are. 

 Who you meet and interact with and what your relationship is with these 

people. What the reasons for these relationships are. 

 Where you meet people and why you meet in these places. 

 Where you to go for shopping, for college, to meet friends, to relax. 

 Your involvement with organisations or clubs or community groups. What 

the motivation for your participation is. 

 In general, how you feel and your experiences during each day. 

These are guidelines only. Do feel free to include anything additional that is relevant 

to your daily experiences. 
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Qualitative Diary Sample - English 
 

 

Sample of a diary entry for one day 

 

Monday 29
th

 April 2013 

Woke up at 8.30am. I have a busy day planned. I have breakfast alone. I live in a flat 

by myself.  

I walk to college at BMC for class at 10am. It takes one hour to walk. I walk as the 

bus is too expensive. I don’t have extra money for the bus fare as I only have £35 

pounds NASS support per week. 

I study intermediate level English and numeracy. My friends in class are from many 

different countries, including China, Sudan and Zimbabwe. I also meet up with 

friends from Belfast after class. College is good as I improve my English and meet 

new friends. I often meet these friends at the weekend too. We play football together. 

At 1pm I walk home from college. I go shopping in the African store on the Ormeau 

Road. I buy traditional food from my country which I cannot buy in other stores. I 

can buy cheaper meat there also. When I come home I make food for myself and my 

friend from my country. We share food most days. She is an asylum seeker also.  

After dinner we go for a walk in Botanic Gardens. We like to walk when the weather 

is nice. We talk about life in Belfast and our families and life back home. It gives me 

time to think. 

At 7pm I go to another friend’s house. He is from my home country also. We share 

some food and watch TV. We all speak in our home language and keep each other 

company. We met at the Friendship Club, where I go every Thursday. I enjoy the 

Friendship Club as I meet lots of people from all over the world who have moved to 

Belfast and I get to join in fun activities, like painting. I have friends from Belfast 

also but we are not as close. We talk about different things. I enjoy these 

conversations as it makes me feel part of society in Northern Ireland. 

At 9pm I return home and go to bed. I have an exam tomorrow in college so I need a 

good night’s sleep. I do not like to walk at night so I always arrive back home before 

dark. I don’t feel safe at night. I would not walk at night at home so I will not do it 

here. 

At night I think about my time in Belfast and my future here. I like Belfast as I feel 

welcome. I have opportunities to get a good education and a good job. I am waiting 

on notification from the Home Office on my asylum application. I think about it a 

lot.  
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Qualitative Diary Guidelines - Arabic 

 

 

 مفكرات

 اإلسم: 

 العمر:

 الجنس: 

 الديانة: 

 الحالة اإلجتماعية:

 بلد وإقليم المنشأ:

 المهنة: 

 إيرلندا الشمالية: \مدة اإلقامة في المملكة المتحدة 

 حالة الهجرة: 

 

 

 مالحظات إرشادية

أيام من وقت استيقاظك حتى النوم. تضّمن قدر ما تستطيع من تفاصيل فيما  7رجاًء أكتب تجاربك الحياتية خالل 

 يلي: 

 تذهب للسرير.  عندما تستيقظ وعندما 

 .األشياء التي تفعلها خالل اليوم 

 .أماكن ذهابك عندما تغادر المنزل. لماذا تذهب إلى تلك األماكن 

 معظم الوقت. ماهي أسباب ذلك. ربما تفضل البقاء في منزلك 

  .َمن تقابل وتتعامل معهم وماهية عالقتك مع هؤالء الناس. ماهية أسباب هذه العالقات 

  .األماكن التي تقابل فيها الناس ولماذا تلتقون في تلك األماكن 

  .األماكن التي تذهب إليها للتسوق، للكلية، لمقابلة األصدقاء، للراحة 

  .مشاركتك مع المنظمات أو النوادي أو المجموعات اإلجتماعية. ماهي دوافعك للمشاركة 

 بشكل عام، كيف تشعر حيال حياتك وتجاربك خالل كل يوم . 

 هذه مع ذلك هي إرشادات فقط. ال تترّدد في أن تتضّمن أي شيء إضافي له عالقة بتجارك اليومية. 
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Qualitative Diary Sample - Arabic 

 

 مثال لمفكرة ليوم واحد

 

 2013أبريل  29اإلثنين 

 صباحاً. لقد خططت ليوم حافل. أتناول اإلفطار لوحدي. أنا أعيش في شقة بمفردي.  8:30استيقظت الساعة 

صباحاً. يأخذ ذلك مني ساعة للمشي. أنا أمشي ألن  10:00لحضور الحصة الساعة  BMCأمشي إلى كلية 

كدعم من منظمة  35£ى تكلفة الباص غالية جداً. ليس لدي أموال إضافية ألجرة الباص حيث أحصل فقط عل

NASS  .األسبوعي 

أنا أدرس المستوى المتوسط لإلنجليزية والحساب. أصدقائي في الصف من بلدان مختلفة كثيرة تتضمن الصين 

والسودان وزيمبابوي. أقابل أيضاً أصدقاء من بلفاست بعد الحصة. الكلية جيدة فأنا أطور لغتي اإلنجليزية وأقابل 

 الء األصدقاء كثيراً في نهاية األسبوع أيضاً، ونلعب كرة القدم مع بعضنا. أصدقاء جدد. أقابل هؤ

الساعة الواحدة ظهراً أعود مشياً من الكلية. أذهب إلى التسوق في المحل اإلفريقي في شارع أورميو. أشتري 

اً هناك الطعام التقليدي من بلدي الذي ال أستطيع شرائه من محالت أخرى. أستطيع أن أشتري لحماً رخيص

أيضاً. عندما أعود للمنزل أعد طعاماً لنفسي وألصدقائي من بلدي. نحن نتشارك الطعام في معظم األيام. إنها 

 طالبة لجوء أيضاً. 

بعدما ننتهي نتمشى في حديقة بوتانيك. نحب أن نتمشى عندما يكون الجو لطيفاً. نتحدث عن الحياة في بلفاست 

 نا األم. يمنحني ذلك وقتاً ألفكر. وعن عائالتنا وعن الحياة في وطن

مساًء أذهب إلى منزل صديق آخر. إنه من بلدي أيضاً. نتشارك بعض الطعام ونشاهد التلفاز. نتحدث  7الساعة 

بلغتنا ونظل برفقة بعضنا. نتقابل في نادي األصدقاء حيث أذهب أنا إليه كل خميس. أنا أستمتع في نادي 

األصدقاء من جميع أنحاء العالم والذين رحلوا إلى بلفاست، ويمكنني اإلنضمام األصدقاء حيث أقابل الكثير من 

إلى نشاطات ممتعة مثل الرسم. لدي أصدقاء من بلفاست أيضاً ولكننا لسنا مقربين بنفس الشكل. نتحدث عن 

 مالية.أشياء مختلفة. أنا أستمتع بهذه الحوارات فهي تجعلني أشعر أنني جزء من المجتمع في إيرلندا الش

مساًء أعود للمنزل وأذهب للسرير. لدي امتحان غداً في الكلية لذا أحتاج لقسط جيد من النوم الليلة. ال  9الساعة 

أحب المشي في الليل لذلك أصل للمنزل دائماً قبل حلول الظالم. ال أشعر باألمان في الليل. ال أمشي في الليل في 

 وطني لذا لن ألفعل ذلك هنا. 

فكر في وقتي في بلفاست ومستقبلي هنا. أنا أحب بلفاست فأنا أشعر باألمان والترحاب. لدي فرص في الليل أ

للحصول على تعليم جيد ووظيفة جيدة. أنا أنتظر بالغاً من مكتب الهجرة بشأن طلبية اللجوء الخاصة بي. أنا 

 أفكر فيها كثيراً. 
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Qualitative Diary Guidelines - Somali 

 

Habka Xusuus 

Magaca: 

Da’da: 

Galmada (jinsi): 

Diinta: 

Xaaladda Guurka: 

Wadanka iyo gobolka asal ka: 

Wadhiifadda: 

Muddada ee UK ama N. Ireland aad Googtiid: 

Nooca Shaciga: 

 

 

Hagidda 

Fadlan waxad qorta aragnimadaka kuban 7 maalmood oo isku xiga oo laga bilaabo 

ilaa aad soo kacdo ilaa aad seexanayso. Ku dar faahfaahin badan intii suurto gal ah 

kuwa soo socda: 

 Marka aad hordada ka toosto iyo marka aad seexato 

 Waxyaabo aad samayn inta lagu jiro maalinta 

 Meelaha aad aaddo marka aad ka baxdo xaafada. Waa maxay sababta aad u 

tagtid meelaha. 

 Waxaa laga yaabaa in aad jeceshahay in inta badan aad xaafada joogtid. Waa 

maxay sababahaas. 

 Iyaad la kulmi karta iyo qaraabo nocma ah iya idiin dhaxeesa dadkas. Waa 

maxay sababaha xiriirka noocas ah. 

 Meelaha aad kula kulantid dadka iyo sababta aad kula kulantid meelahas. 

 Meelaha aad adiiga oo tagtid ama kulliyad ama saaxiibada kula kulantid ama 

aad ku raxeesato. 

 Ururada aad ku lug leydahay ama naadiyada ama kooxaha bulshada. Maxay 

ujeeddooyinka gu ka qaybgalku tahay. 

 Guud ahaan, sida aad dareemayso oo ku saabsan naftaada ama malin-

aragnimadada. 

 

Kuwan si kastaba ha ahaatee waxay yhiin tilmaamo oo keliya. Si xor ah wax dheerad 

ah in ay haboon tahay in aad ku darted 
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Qualitative Diary Sample - Somali 
 

Tusaale ahaan maalin malmaha ka miid ah 

Isniin 29aad bisha april 2013 

Waxan toosay 8.30 subaxnimo. Waxan leeyahay maalin mashquul ah. Kaley gay 

Ayaan quraacday. Waxaan ku noolahay quri keliygay. 

Waxaan ku socon kulliyadda BMC galas ku wuxu belabe 10 subaxniimo. Waxay 

qaadataa hal saac oo socod ah wayoo basku waa mid aad u qaaley ah anna 35 geene 

ayey taageerada NASS ay bexisoo todobaadki kasta. 

Waxan Bartaa heerka dhexe ingiriisi iyo xisaabta. Saaxiibada fasalku wexiy ka 

yimaadeen wadamo badan oo kala duwan, oo ay ku jiraan China, Sudan iyo 

Zimbabwe. Waxaan sidoo kale kula kulmi ilaa saaxibbada Belfast ka dib glaas ka. 

Kulliyadda waxaan u taga si aan kor u qaaddo luqaada ingiriisiga iyo kulmi saaxiibo 

cusub. Waxaan inta badan la kulmaa saxiibadan isbuuc dhamaad ka, waxaan ku 

wada ciyaarnaa kubada cagta. 

1 Duhurnimo waxaan ka baxa kulliyadda oo socda guriga, Dabeetana waxaan taga 

dukaamada wax laga adiigtu ee afrikanka ah ee wadada Ormeau road ah. Waxaan ka 

soo iibsada cunto dhaqameed dalkay ga ah aan dukaamada kale la ga iibin. Waxaa 

jira Ayaan iibsan kara hilibka raqiisan u kale. Marka aan guriga yimaado Ayaan 

cunto inoo sameeya aniga iyo saxeebaday oo isku waddan iyano nahay, waxaan 

wadaagna cuntada badana, Waxaay tahay magan-qalyo sidaydo kale. 

 Ka dib casho tamashle iyano ubaxna xadeeqada ee Botanic. Waxaan jecel nahay in 

aan socono marka cimiladu fiican tahay. Waaxano ka sheekeesanna Nolosha ee 

Belfast iyo qoysaskeena iyo nolosha dalkey. Waxaa igu siinaysaa waqti aad kaga 

fikirto. 

7 Habeenimo waxaan aada saaxiib kale gurigeesa, isku dal banu ka nimid. Waxaan 

wadaagnaa qaar ka mid ah cuntada iyo daawashada tv-ga. Waxaan dhamaanteen ku 

wada hadalna afka hooyo oo asxaab ayno nahay. Freindship club iyano isku 

barangay, halkaas oo aan u tago khamiis kasta. Ayaan ku raaxaysana saaxiibona aan 

la kulma farabadan oo dadka ka yimid adduunka oo dhan, kuwa osoguray Belfast 

Ayaan heli inay ku soo biiraan in hawlo nafaxaad leh, sida ranjiyeynta. Waxaan 

leeyahay asxaab kale laakiin ma aha saxiibo dhow. Waxaan ka hadalnaa waxyaabo 

kala duwan. Waan ku raaxaysta wada hadalkas waxay iga dhigtay inaan dareemo 

qayb ka mid ah bulshada ee Northern Ireland.  

9 habeenimo Ayaan guriga ku soo noqda oo sariirta aada. Waxaan u leeyahay 

imtixaan berry ee kulliayadda marka waxaan u baahan yahaay hordo wanaagsan. Ma 

jecele in aan habeenkii socdo oo aan imaado guriga mugdiga. Ma dareemo ammaan 

habeenkii. Anigu maan Socon jiriin habeenkii marka aan dalkii joogay dabeetana 

halkan ma samayn doono. Habeenki waxaan ka fikira waqtigayga aan joogo Belfast 

iyo mustaqbalkayga. Waan jacelahay Belfast waxaan dareema ammaan iyo soo 

dhawayn. Waxaan haystaa fursado wax barasho oo wanagsan iyo mid shaqo 

wanagsan. Waxaan ka sugayaa war bixin xafeeska imigreshinka oo ku saabsan 

cudsigayga magan-galyo doonka. Aad iyo aad Ayaan oo ga fikira. 

 


