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‘Step by step’: the role of social connections in reunited
refugee families’ navigation of statutory systems
Helen Baillot , Leyla Kerlaff , Arek Dakessian and Alison Strang

Institute for Global Health and Development, Queen Margaret University, Musselburgh, UK

ABSTRACT
For asylum route refugees, the existence and persistence of
structural barriers to navigating statutory systems are well-
documented. Even when initial barriers are overcome, further
transitions may disrupt refugees’ lives. One such is the arrival in
the UK of family members from whom they had been separated
during their flight from persecution. This paper draws upon data
gathered using a Social Connections Mapping Tool methodology
with reunited refugee families to make three contributions to the
field of refugee studies. Firstly, families’ accounts of navigating
statutory systems confirm the multi-directionality of integration.
Refugees’ efforts to build and leverage social links proceed
differentially across key statutory domains and cannot alone
overcome systems barriers that require adaptation on the part of
public services. Secondly, our findings contribute to scholarship
that critiques the division of social relationships into categories of
bonds, bridges and links, and the distinctions made between
these based on ethnicity or nationality. Rather, refugees’ social
relationships are more appropriately understood as a fluid
continuum, with their nature and purpose subject to change.
Finally, refugee families’ descriptions of settling in the UK
highlight the influence of time on integration and the importance
to refugees of re-building independence in a new country context.
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Introduction

Immigration and asylum is a highly contested social policy arena. Since the 1990s, there
has been a drive towards increasingly restrictive policies across Europe and the Global
North that aim to limit the numbers of people who can exercise their right to seek
asylum in those territories (Zetter 2015; Mountz 2020). In the UK this has taken
shape as an officially sanctioned ‘hostile environment’ for certain migrants. Hostile
measures include: a private-sector led immigration detention estate with no time
limit on the deprivation of liberty; excluding people seeking asylum from mainstream
welfare systems; and the use of destitution as a policy tool (Mayblin, Wake, and Kazemi
2020).
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Within this context, refugee integration is one migration-related policy realm where
governments have been willing to invest resources. Significant energy has been
expended to understand and support integration in high-income contexts, with
increasing recognition of its multi-dimensional, multi-directional nature (Ndofor-
Tah et al. 2019). However, while the concept of integration has been adopted not
only by academics but by policy makers and service providers (Phillimore 2021), it
is subject to fluid and sometimes conflicting interpretations (Spencer and Charlsey
2021). The linkage between diminished societal integration and the arrival of new
migrants (especially those from the Global South) dominant in policy discourse,
assumes that receiving communities are themselves integrated and culturally and econ-
omically cohesive. This ignores intersectional (dis)advantage rooted not in ethnicity or
nationality but in, amongst other factors, social class, economic prosperity and gender
(Schinkel 2013). While some researchers have, as a result, called for the concept itself
to be set aside as part of a wider effort to de-colonise migration studies (Schinkel
2013), others have sought to retain and rehabilitate the concept. This has included
efforts to clearly delineate integration as a process rather than a series of pre-deter-
mined outcomes (Penninx 2019), which takes place differentially, over time and
across inter-linked dimensions (Spencer and Charlsey 2021). This paper adopts the
latter approach to integration, with a focus on an under-explored transition point in
refugees’ lives – family reunion. Refugees’ explanations of how they build and leverage
social relationships to overcome barriers imposed by statutory systems exemplifies the
interplay between the social and structural dimensions identified by Spencer and
Charsley. We begin by outlining relevant elements of these dimensions, before present-
ing thematic findings that expand our knowledge of the experiences of refugee families
after the point of reunion.

Social context

A processual understanding of integration encompasses economic, spatial and, most
importantly for this paper, social elements (Kearns and Whitley 2015; Bloch 2008;
Spicer 2008; Ager and Strang 2008). At an individual level, integration can be positioned
as a relational process whereby people mix with others, bringing their distinct social
identities and histories to the relationship (Berry 1997). The resulting relationships
play multiple roles in individuals’ lives. These can be primarily transactional, in that
the connections facilitate the exchange of material or informational resources or lead
towards tangible outcomes such as paid employment (Ager and Strang 2008). Emotion-
ally, positive connections with others can contribute to people’s sense of belonging in a
new country context (Wessendorf and Phillimore 2019), while being unable to build
new connections can lead to feelings of loneliness and isolation (Strang and Quinn
2021).

At the outset of the project, the research team aimed to explore the role of social con-
nections in refugee integration, using the Indicators of Integration as the underpinning
conceptual framework (Ndofor-Tah et al. 2019). The framework is explicitly normative,
having initially been developed to provide a set of measurable indicators against which
service providers, policy makers and individuals could assess and understand the
complex processes at work in integration (Ager and Strang 2008). However, its
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influence on research, particularly that conducted in applied contexts such as the prac-
tice-research engagement discussed in this paper (Brown et al. 2003), is undeniable. Our
work then sits ineluctably within the social connections layer of the framework, which,
we suggest, positions us ideally to develop and critique its content. This layer, and
indeed the original framework, was developed based on data collected with refugees
and longer-term residents in two UK cities. Both groups agreed that building relation-
ships was crucial to the integration process (Ager and Strang 2008). This resulted in
three social connections domains that sit at the centre of the original, and more recent
iteration, of the Indicators of Integration framework, shown in Figure 1. These group
social connections by type according to their form: the characteristics of who is connect-
ing; and function: what resources flow through them. This elision between form and
function will be explored later in the paper.

Bridging connections

Strang andAger (2010; see also Ager and Strang 2008), Spencer andCharsley (2016) and the
most recent iteration of the Indicators of Integration Framework (Ndofor-Tah et al. 2019) all
place significant importance on social bridges. Drawing on the work of Granovetter (1973,
1983) and Putnam (2000), social bridges are relationships with actors outside of our own
social circles or, in other words, with people different to us. Whilst typically understood
to be weaker than social bonds in terms of levels of trust, bridging ties between those who
occupy different social spaces can facilitate the flow of information and other resources
through diverse social groups, leading for example to greater job opportunities for each of
the groups (Granovetter 1973, 1983). In the context of migration, positive social encounters
between different groups are also seen as crucial in terms of avoiding social segregation
between people of different ethnicities or nationalities (Allport 1954) and enabling new resi-
dents to feel that they belong in local areas (Spicer 2008; Strang and Quinn 2021).

Figure 1. Indicators of Integration Framework (Ndofor-Tah et al. 2019, 15).
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Bonding connections

If the notion of social bridges stems from an approach in which difference is valued, simi-
larity is one of the distinguishing features of social bonds. Coleman’s (1988) and
Putnam’s (2000) work defines social bonds as relationships with those in whom we
trust, often because they are similar to us. These relationships can provide a social,
emotional and material safety net for the members of tightly bonded social networks.
Indeed, people living in conditions of relative socioeconomic disadvantage may have
to rely on strong ties of friendship and kinship for material, informational or emotional
resources as they lack connections to the state or to other social groups (Granovetter
1983). Refugees’ prioritisation of reunification with their families (Connell et al. 2010;
Scottish Refugee Council/Refugee Council/UNHCR 2018) and consequent discussions
around their social isolation (Beswick 2015), speak to the difficulties that present them-
selves when forging new (bridging) relationships in the absence of existing trusting
(bonding) relationships. Ryan’s (2018) research on Polish migrants in London and
Nunn et al.’s (2016) engagement with young refugees in Australia demonstrate the
important role trust and strong or bonding relationships play in creating a stable basis
from which migrants feel able to build the bridging relationships with people from
different social circles.

Linking connections

The Indicators of Integration Framework defines links as being ‘vertical relationships
between people and the institutions of the society in which they live’ (Ndofor-Tah
et al. 2019, 17; drawing from Szreter andWoolcock 2004). These ties may be of particular
importance for economically and socially marginalised communities, for whom statutory
services are their only access points to vital resources such as housing and financial
support. As with other aspects of integration, links require both parties to be receptive
to building a positive and productive relationship. This can present challenges to local
and national government agencies charged with ensuring that public services are able
to accommodate the needs of more diverse societies (Benton, McCarthy, and Collett
2015). Refugees themselves may actively seek to free themselves from certain linking con-
nections in order to regain independence after the enforced dependency of the asylum
process (Strang, Baillot, and Mignard 2018).

Between form and function?

In the context of international migration, and in application of the framework itself, there
has been a tendency to conflate the form and function of these social relationships. There
can be an assumption that bonding and bridging ties are primarily differentiated by the
identity of the person or organisation with whom refugees are connecting. Within this
restrictive gaze, social bonds have been differentiated from bridges simply on the basis
of ethnicity or national origin, rather than more empirical measures such as the fre-
quency and reciprocity of the relationship or measures of its function – whether it con-
nects people to social or material resources. The assumption is that bridging ties are more
valuable because they connect new migrants to longer-term residents who can enable
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new refugees to get ahead (Woolcock 1998). They are also assumed to improve social
cohesion in the face of increasing ethnic and religious diversity (Demireva 2019; Casey
2016).

This ranking of importance, and indeed the distinctions made between the three types
of connection are increasingly contested. Wessendorf and Phillimore’s (2019) explora-
tion of the social relations that underpin new migrants’ settlement challenges the
assumption that it is only relationships forged with members of an imagined majority
white local community that facilitate the flow of bridging social capital. Their analysis
of social relations in superdiverse localities instead confirms that new residents, including
refugees, are often settling into contexts where binary distinctions based on ethnicity are
increasingly blurred, which in turn undermines assumptions about the relative value to
social cohesion of certain types of social relationship (Wessendorf and Phillimore 2019).
Similarly, Strang and Quinn’s (2021, 1) work with single refugee men living in Glasgow
questions the ‘binary distinction’made by scholars such as Putnam between bonding and
bridging relationships, arguing that this ignores the more fluid realities of many of the
social relationships refugees recount as being important to them. Moreover, people’s
access to the social capital, or resources, generated by connections can be unequal and
determined by factors such as gender, social class or ethnic group or affiliation
(Anthias 2007). Recognition of the heterogeneity of refugee communities, and of the
local communities where they have settled, is therefore fundamental to any study of
integration.

Structural dimensions: reunited refugee families

Phillimore calls for more attention to be paid to the opportunity structures that shape
integration, a call that places the burden of integration across society rather than solely
on the shoulders of refugees (Phillimore 2021). In this section we outline two of the
opportunity structures that influence integration at the point of the family reunion.
The first is the immigration policy context around refugee family reunion; the second
is the service provision available to sponsors and their family members after this occurs.

Refugees who seek asylum without their family members may well experience
increased access to rights after being recognised as refugees and granted leave to
remain by the UK Home Office. However, ongoing separation from close family
members can leave them ‘paralysed’ in other areas of their lives (Scottish Refugee
Council/Refugee Council/UNHCR 2018, 26; see also Connell et al. 2010; Refugee
Council/Oxfam 2018). Bringing family members over and re-establishing family bonds
is therefore a precursor for the sponsor’s continuing integration across other domains
(Pittaway, Bartolomei, and Doney 2016). In contrast to other family migration routes,
the refugee family reunion visa is free of charge, the sponsor does not need to prove
they are able to financially support the family, and family members do not have to be
proficient in English. However, significant barriers remain (Beswick 2015), including
complex evidential requirements, logistical difficulties, and restrictions on legal aid
(Gower and McGuinness 2020). As a result, family members overseas may experience
further displacement, violence and isolation whilst separated from the sponsor, giving
lie to the idea that family reunion constitutes a safe route to protection (British Red
Cross 2020).
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Even once these hurdles have been overcome, the moment of family reunion is not
straightforward (Rousseau et al. 2004; Marsden and Harris 2015). When family
members arrive, a refugee sponsor’s circumstances change from a single person to
one with dependants. This has implications for welfare benefits and can result in
the family experiencing destitution (Marsden and Harris 2015). Simultaneously, the
arrival of dependants usually prompts a need to find a larger home. Families can
initially find themselves in overcrowded accommodation and then wait for a con-
siderable time before alternative accommodation becomes available. As during the
transition from asylum support, these house moves can disrupt social networks,
placing strain on the family unit (Beswick 2015), and interrupting children’s school-
ing (Bourgonje 2010, 39). The moment of family reunion then illustrates the interplay
between structural constraints – navigating Home Office policy and statutory systems;
and the social domain – practical and bureaucratic transitions impacting upon
families’ abilities to re-form and re-build a family life together. This interplay under-
pins the remainder of the article.

Materials and methods

Thispaper reports onfindings fromamixedmethods study conducted from2019–2020with
people whowere accessing a family reunion integration service provided by two third sector
organisations. The service provided support both to the sponsor refugee – the person who
had first come, usually alone, to claim asylum; and their arriving spouse and any dependent
children. The terms sponsor and spouse are used throughout the remainder of the paper to
differentiate participants. The service was explicitly designed to deliver interventions across
the domains of the Indicators of Integration framework (Ndofor-Tah et al. 2019). This
included work to support families to re-build bonds between them, and to foster bridging
connections with local communities (Baillot et al. 2021).

Workshops

The research team conducted eight workshops, one in each of eight cities across the UK.
A total of 61 adult family members from 35 families, and from 10 different nationalities
participated, as shown in Table 1.

Using the Social Connections Mapping Tool methodology (Strang and Quinn 2021;
Strang et al. 2020), researchers facilitated discussions with workshop participants around
three hypothetical scenarios. These were chosen to elicit connections across the categories

Table 1. Workshop participants.
Location Families Participants Women Men

Birmingham 4 11 6 5
Glasgow 2 4 2 2
Belfast 8 13 7 6
Leeds 5 8 5 3
Sheffield 5 8 5 3
Cardiff 4 5 3 2
Plymouth 4 7 4 3
Leicester 3 5 3 2
Total 35 61 35 26
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of social bonds, bridges and links. The scenarios were explored sequentially and framed as
follows: to whom would you or someone in your community speak to or go to for help if
(a) the hot water in their home wasn’t working (b) their child was unhappy at school and
(c)they were looking for work? Having established whom, if anyone, participants would
speak to in the first instance, researchers probed for second-level connections asking
whom participants might approach if the problem was not initially resolved. These discus-
sions were visually represented in connection maps produced during these workshops, an
example ofwhich is reproduced at Figure 2. Togetherwithfield notes gathered by facilitators
during the workshop, these comprised the data from this phase of the work.

In the second phase, remote interviews were conducted with a total of 29 individ-
uals from 13 families living in Glasgow and Birmingham. Their demographic profile is
outlined in Table 2. This paper focuses on interview data gathered from the 21 adult
family members, alongside qualitative data gathered from the 61 participants in the
workshops. The experiences of the children who took part are the subject of a separate
article. These locations were selected in agreement with practice partners as the
families in these sites were being supported by family project workers to whom inter-
viewers could pass on any concerns for safety and wellbeing. No such concerns were
recorded. Due to logistical restrictions imposed by Covid-19 lockdown, interviews
were conducted by phone or online video calling services. Professional interpreters
were provided if requested. The research team originally envisaged speaking to each
family member separately. However, seven of the eleven couples interviewed chose

Figure 2. Connection diagram (Cardiff).
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to speak with the team jointly. In the four other families, adults took part in separate
interviews.

Interviews were semi-structured, using an interview schedule alongside an adapted
‘Wheel of Life’ visual tool reproduced at Figure 3.1 Paper copies of the wheel were
posted to participants prior to interview, with a child-specific wheel provided for any
children aged 12 or over. Translated written instructions encouraged participants to
shade the diagram prior to the interview to indicate how fulfilled they felt in various
areas of their lives. Participants interpreted this instruction in different ways. Some
chose to colour code the segments as shown in Figure 4, where participants explained
‘they had selected red as it was a bright colour that reflected how positively they were
living before lockdown’. Their completed version of the diagram then served as a guide
for discussion in the subsequent interview.

In both phases, informed consent was explained verbally before the activity and trans-
lated information sheets, including a child-friendly version for remote interviews, were
provided. In workshops, participants signed consent forms to confirm their agreement.
In remote interviews, verbal consent was obtained at the outset. Ethical approval for both
phases of the study was granted by the Queen Margaret University Ethics Committee
(phase one: REP 0190, phase two: REP 0222).

Table 2. Interview participants.

ID
Country of
origin

Family
composition

Gender of
sponsor Interviewees

Time in UK –
sponsor

Time in UK –
family

G2 Eritrea Single parent Woman Son (18) 5 years 10 months
G3 Iran Two parent

family
Man Sponsor (m)

Wife
Son (18)

1.5 years 7 months

B4 Sudan Two parent
family

Man Sponsor (m)
Wife
Son (13)

14 months 5 months

B5 Sudan Two parent
family

Man Sponsor (m)
Wife

20 months 5 months

B6 Iran (Kurdish) Two parent
family

Man Sponsor (m)
Wife

2 years 6 months

G7 Iran Two parent
family

Man Sponsor (m)
Wife
Son (14)

3.5 years 9 months

G8 Sudan Two parent
family

Man Sponsor (m)
Son (12)

3 years 9 months

G9 Palestine Two parent
family

Man Sponsor (m)
Wife

2.5 years 11 months

G10 Nigeria Single parent Woman Sponsor (f)
Daughter
(13)

9.5 years 5 months

B12 Iran Two parent
family

Man Wife
Daughter
(16)

1.5 years 8 months

G13 Sudan Two parent
family

Man Sponsor (m)
Wife

3 years One year

B14 Eritrea Two parent
family

Man Sponsor (m)
Wife
Daughter
(13)

2 years 9 months

B15 Sudan Two parent
family

Man Sponsor (m)
Wife

21 months 9 months
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Limitations & positionality

Interviews were conducted with a small sample of reunited families, and so findings
cannot be taken as fully representative of people arriving on Family Reunion visas in
the UK. Participants in the second phase were all receiving support from two third
sector organisations. Families who had chosen not to engage with this specialist

Figure 3. Blank Wheel of Life interview tool.

Figure 4. Completed Wheel of Life (Family B13).
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service, or lived in areas where it was not available, might have different experiences of
navigating statutory systems without the support of an allocated caseworker. The team
are aware of the power dynamics that can influence interviewee participation, and of
the potential effect of two team members’ profile as white, British-born researchers
(Mackenzie, McDowell, and Pittaway 2007). While the use of interpreters, translated
information and a two-stage informed consent process mitigated this, there is a risk
that participants did not feel able to discuss all aspects of their experiences in the UK.

Analysis

Collation and analysis of data from the workshops occurred in two stages. Field notes and
visual diagramswere reviewed immediately after eachworkshop by the team.This produced
a set of emerging themes, which was added to as each workshop was completed. These were
then used by the researchers to manually code the full set of diagrams and notes once this
research phasewas complete. Data from the remote interviewswere analysed using an inter-
pretive phenomenology approach (Matua and Van Der Wal 2015; Noon 2018). All tran-
scripts or notes relating to each family were analysed in turn, firstly by each individual
researcher and then jointly with the two other fieldwork researchers and the Principal Inves-
tigator. In this way, data gathered from each family was reviewed as a distinct phenomenon
or case. After this initial analysis the team proceeded to a more traditional inductive coding
phase. Each researchermanually coded an agreed sample of interview notes and transcripts.
The team thenmet to compare their coding schemes before proceeding to a secondmanual
coding phase using the agreed coding framework.

Results

Three themes emerged from our analysis: the differential experiences of refugees when
building social links with the education and housing systems; the role of third sector
organisations and longer-established co-nationals in brokering families’ contact with
public services; and refugees’ acceptance that they would have to navigate limited
public services for some time before moving toward independence.

Social links: a mixed picture

Reunion for the families in our cohort had been relatively recent. While sponsors’ time in
the UK ranged from 14 months to 9.5 years (see Table 2), in all but one of the families,
arriving spouses and children had been in the UK for less than a year. Every family
member who participated spoke of the importance of having been reunited. Being
together as a family was perhaps the single most important supportive factor in partici-
pants’ lives (Baillot et al. 2021). However, against the backdrop of this moment of joy, the
structural demands of integrating as a family placed new stressors onto people’s lives.
Only one family in the interview cohort were living in sustainable, suitable accommo-
dation at the time of the interviews, and 15 children of the 36 who were old enough
to be in education were not yet formally registered in school or college. Most workshop
participants were living in temporary accommodation and had not yet managed to get
their children into schooling, with school registration appearing to be more problematic
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in some cities than in others. Thus, sponsors and their arriving family members were,
often – after a period of relative stability post asylum decision – once again thrust into
the rigours of navigating the statutory homelessness, social housing allocation and edu-
cation systems.

Families’direct relationshipswith these systemswould certainly seemto conformtoSzreter
andWoolcock’s definition of social links as being relationships that connect people to public
services which may be their only pathway to meeting essential needs such as shelter and food
(Szreter and Woolcock 2004). Our data suggests that families’ experiences of forming and
mobilising links of this sort were qualitatively different when engaging with the statutory
housing sector as compared with the education system. The housing allocation system
emerged as being relatively inflexible in both Glasgow and Birmingham. Several family inter-
viewees recounted being told that they had to accept offers of housing that in some cases were
unsuitable or unsustainable, and had not felt empowered to challenge this:

I’ve got no choice. If I have my way, I don’t know, anywhere they give me because we can’t
dictate, we can’t say. Like when I got this house, you can’t say no to your house. Whatever
they give you, you have to just take it like that, you know. (G10, female sponsor)

A mother in Birmingham who had sponsored her three children to join her under family
reunion, recounted an instance of outright hostility. When she presented as homeless
with her recently arrived children a Council worker asked her: ‘why did you bring
them over if you didn’t have room for them?’.

In contrast, where families were concerned or dissatisfied with the school allocation
process, there were examples of people having some success in actively pursuing school
registration or challenging decisions as to school allocations. Two of the families inter-
viewed in Glasgow had challenged decisions to enrol their children at schools that were
either too far from their homes or resulted in siblings being separated; two more families
recounted pursuing their children’s school registration through direct contact with
schools, and in one case, registering them only after satisfied that the schools in question
had been rated ‘outstanding’. Themother of one family in Glasgow approached the school
directly several times and was repeatedly advised to apply online. It was only after she
pushed back against this advice that she finally obtained the assistance she needed.

they took the information and they filled the application form for me and they submitted it
[…] they accepted it, they put all the information and I got my daughter enrolled in the
same school. (G13, female spouse)

These examples may in part reflect the already well-evidenced prioritisation of children’s
education amongst refugee and migrant families (Morrice et al. 2020). However, they
also highlight the variation in how accessible and receptive public sector providers are
to engaging with service users. Notably, the same person who recounted successfully
leveraging connection with her children’s school, had been unable to secure suitable
accommodation through the housing system. Despite her physical health needs, she
was housed in an apartment on the third floor leaving her housebound. Similarly,
while another family spoke at length about positive interactions with some statutory
agencies, including JobCentre Plus, they were less confident that their voices would be
heard when negotiating for long term suitable housing:

JOURNAL OF ETHNIC AND MIGRATION STUDIES 11



Actually, I’ll be honest with you, I don’t think that if I request like that they will change for
me […] I don’t think that they will listen to me. (B4, male sponsor)

Given that these same families had built positive social links with other public services, it is
difficult to attribute this sense of powerlessness to influence the housing system to any lack
of capacity on the part of refugees themselves. Rather, as Phillimore suggests, these accounts
draw attention to potential shortcomings in opportunity structures, in this case statutory
service providers,whose responses to requests for assistance shape refugee families’ experiences
(Phillimore 2021). It is precisely these shortcomings or barriers that required many families in
our cohort to seek outside help from other connections to assert and access their rights.

Mediating connections

As beneficiaries of a third sector integration support service, it is perhaps unsurprising
that families’ connections with third sector organisations emerged as important facilita-
tors of contact with statutory systems. The role of the refugee voluntary sector in the UK
in providing a safety net for those who are excluded from statutory systems has already
been documented (Mayblin and James 2019) and resonates with the increasing emphasis
across society for individuals to engage in acts of care that compensate for failures in state
provision (Caduff 2019, 788). With only two exceptions in the interview cohort, these
organisations constituted a vital connection that mediated families’ contacts with
agencies of the state. These connections with specialist charities had been central to suc-
cessfully exercising their rights to family reunion – the precursor for family members’
arrival in the UK. They had also enabled them to navigate some of the difficulties and
barriers outlined above. As a refugee sponsor explained:

I got all the help and support from the [project partner], since even before my family arrived,
because they helped me with the family reunion, they booked the tickets for them, and then
after they arrived they helped me with the forms. [they] also helped me to settle in the first
hotel until I get this house. (B5, male sponsor)

Other participants made clear that the manner in which support was provided was as
important as the resources that flowed from families’ connections with these agencies.
Service delivery was often described in terms of acts of care (Caduff 2019; Askins
2015). Two participants from different families went so far as to describe workers
from these two agencies as being ‘like family members’ rather than formal support pro-
viders. These acts of care created a strong sense of trust, a quality that Strang and Quinn
suggest would merit explicit inclusion in the Indicators of Integration framework (Strang
and Quinn 2021). Within these acts of care, it is also possible to read to a shared resist-
ance to statutory or systemic barriers (Askins 2015). This was evidenced by accounts of
third sector organisations supporting families to challenge decisions that they felt were
incorrect or unfair, acting not only as a bridging connection but taking on an advocacy
role where statutory services were unwilling to assist.

There was a bit of mess […] we shared that with the housing officer […] they told us we have to
pay and we just received, it’s like a tribunal or a court just as a warning if we don’t clear the
debt […] they just referred us to another lady who wasn’t very helpful. But, at the end, we
shared it with the [third sector organisation] and you know, at the end it was sorted. (G7,
male sponsor)
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In addition to the support offered by third sector organisations, longer established co-
nationals, including extended family members, emerged as key connections that facili-
tated families’ journeys through the maze of statutory systems. One workshop participant
in Plymouth spoke, to the astonishment of a local-born volunteer, of his success in regis-
tering for NHS dental treatment without any time on a waiting list. He had managed to
do so because friends from his country put him in touch with a local dentist who shared
his nationality. Another workshop participant, this time in Birmingham, explained that
her brother who had lived in the UK for over twenty years, was the person who helped
her to navigate statutory systems as ‘he knows his rights here’. These connections could be
labelled bonds in terms of their form because both parties shared either family or national
links. In functional terms however, they had provided bridging if not linking social
capital that supported access to public services. This echoes Ryan’s description of ‘vertical
bonding capital’ enjoyed by Polish migrants in London who relied upon connections
with other Poles who had lived in the UK for longer than them to access rights and
seek employment (Ryan 2018). However, not all participants shared access to these
important mediating connections.

Missing links?

Two families in the interview cohort appeared to be without any strong connection that
could help with the moment of transition post-reunion. Both were living in Birmingham
and, while in one of these families, children were registered in school, in another neither
their housing nor schooling seemed to be in place. Indeed, that family’s housing was so
poor that they were living in unsanitary conditions at the time of interview, with a rat
infestation and no hot water. The experience of trying to register their daughters in
school provides a counterpoint to the examples above. Despite trying to build and lever-
age linking connections with three different institutions – the school, the Council and a
third sector organisation – the interviewee found that language had proven an insur-
mountable barrier that resulted in her daughters missing a full year of education:

Registering the kids at school has been really difficult. We have had lots of problems with the
school, it hasn’t been easy at all […] We tried to speak to the council about this but they said to
follow up with the schools […] As there is a language barrier there, we weren’t able to follow
this up properly with the school. Both of my daughters have because of this missed out on a
year of school. (B12, female spouse)

The family’s relative lack of any social connections, let alone links with public services,
deepened their isolation (see also Strang and Quinn 2021). Being disconnected also trans-
lated into poor or intolerable living conditions whereby their basic rights were not being
met. However, it is important to note that this family’s experience was not typical. What
was perhaps more prominent was that some families had understood and appeared to
have resigned themselves to difficulties inherent in the statutory systems in question.
As one sponsor explained, despite his temporary accommodation being too small for
his family, they had decided to ‘go with it’ on a temporary basis whilst pursuing more
suitable accommodation in the longer term. In other cases, family were connected to
the public faces of statutory bodies, in this instance Housing Officers from the Local
Authority, but accepted that this link was not going to assist them to move forward, at
least in the short term, towards their goals:
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I already told my housing officer about the overcrowding […] from the beginning, they told
me, ‘You are going to stay for a while in this house or in this flat, because we don’t have
many places with five bedrooms’. (G8, male sponsor)

It would seem then that in most cases, families were linked to the statutory systems
around them although, for several, making and leveraging this connection themselves
had proven difficult or impossible without mediation by other people or organisations.
The extent to which those connections provided concrete results was variable.
However, this did not mean that refugees were either lacking in knowledge or capacity.
Instead, most were active protagonists within systems that, for all residents, are under
increasing strain (for example, on housing, Wilson and Barton 2021). There was recog-
nition too, as one recently arrived mother explained, that integration and settling was a
long-term process, and each stage had to be navigated as it came:

whenwe came, we just want to – they want just to see their father, so we didn’t care that we are all
–me and him and all of us – six people in one room, we didn’t feel that bad…Now thanks God,
he give us flat, we’re having separate kitchen like that, so it’s step-by-step. (B4, female spouse)

Finally, as in previous work, some families had ambivalent feelings about the necessity of
being linked into certain public services. Unlike some of the friendships and neighbour-
hood relations they recounted (Baillot et al. 2021), which were experienced as being
broadly positive, families who were in social housing and reliant on welfare benefits
were not linked to those public services by choice but by circumstance. In line with
the findings of studies with newly granted refugees in Glasgow (Strang, Baillot,
and Mignard 2018 ), several families were keen to move on with life as active
members of society rather than recipients of assistance:

So, if I have the job for civil engineer I believe I can just look after myself without any
depending on Universal Credit so that will be so amazing for me. (G9, male sponsor)

Given the relatively short time that each family had been in the UK (see Table 2), and the
restrictions imposed by Covid-19 lockdowns, families then took a largely pragmatic view
of the difficulties they might face on the journey ahead of them but were clear too that
releasing themselves from certain social linkswas a key goal for their future lives in theUK.

Discussion

Contested categories

Grouping the social relationships formed and utilised by refugee families to navigate stat-
utory systems in the UK into neat categories is far from easy. The above findings tend to
confirm the blurring of distinctions between bonds, bridges and links in a post-migration
context (Strang and Quinn 2021; Wessendorf and Phillimore 2019; Ryan 2018). Many
families were reliant upon, and successfully mobilised, relationships with co-nationals
to access informational and material resources as well as to feel more settled and sup-
ported in their new lives. Thus, co-nationals and extended family members played a
role that brokered recent arrivals’ access to, and connection with statutory services.

This study also highlighted ambiguities in families’ descriptions of their relationships
with third sector organisations. Many of the third sector organisations referenced by
families were themselves large, national institutions. There is growing recognition that
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the voluntary sector in the UK has taken on many of the roles and remits of statutory
services for marginalised communities including asylum seekers and refugees
(Mayblin and James 2019). It could be argued that connections between these organis-
ations and their beneficiaries are most akin to the social links described by Szreter and
Woolcock (2004), with the power differential between them being inherently more ver-
tical than horizontal in nature. Yet, in this study, families often described their relation-
ships with voluntary sector organisations not in terms of the formal institution itself, but
rather through descriptions of close and trusted connections with named workers, with
some going so far as to describe these named workers as being like family members. This
may reflect the circumstances of rupture experienced by refugees. As Pittaway and col-
leagues explain, refugees almost by definition find themselves far from their usual trusted
social networks. It is precisely because of this rupture in social connections that service
providers become crucially important in the early stages of settlement and may have to
substitute for previously dense networks of support that refugees have had to leave
behind (Pittaway, Bartolomei, and Doney 2016).

While these relationships may then be broadly positive, this can raise the spectre of
potential over-dependence on service providers. One family for example, described a
worker from one of the project partners as being ‘like parents’. This implied a relation-
ship of dependency that echoes Greene’s suggestion that strong and trusted relationships
with settlement services might indicate greater emotional distress amongst refugees and
so not necessarily correlate with the development of social capital by and amongst refu-
gees (Greene 2019).

More fundamentally, the blurring of distinctions between the form and function of
connections speaks to the importance of considering the impact of time upon integration
and the social relationships that enable it. In the snapshot of time represented by the
cohort in this study, we can see that a relationship with the same person can be both
defined by similarity (we both come from the same country) and difference (I have
only just arrived, but you have been here a while). In this way, the form of the relation-
ship can have some of the quality of a bond, yet in certain – but importantly not all –
ways, can function as a bridge. Relationships with third sector settlement services may
provide a vital sense of security and support in the early stages of a family’s life in the
UK, when there are a multitude of complex systems to navigate. However, over time
such relationships may lose some of the closeness of a bond and become more of a
formal link as the family reduce their reliance on voluntary sector support. This points
to the potential for further research to explore the interplay between social connection
and the passage of time.

Confirming the role of time in moving towards independence

There is increasing awareness of the risks and inaccuracies inherent in depicting refugees
as hapless victims of circumstance, passive in the face of the obstacles ahead of them
(Pupavac 2008; Rainbird 2012). An over-emphasis on systems barriers can reinforce
images of refugee vulnerability. The current study instead demonstrates that some refu-
gees, in certain circumstances, are ready and willing not only to challenge decisions they
feel are incorrect, but to independently pursue solutions. Even families’ acceptance of
system limitations can be understood not as a manifestation of helplessness but
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instead of their active role in ‘finding productive paths through a maze of ups and downs’
(Lenette, Brough, and Cox 2013: 648). As in previous studies (Strang, Baillot,
and Mignard 2018), refugees themselves, emphasised their desire not only to successfully
navigate systems but to then move on towards ever greater independence. Having to rely
upon and build connections with public services may be a necessary step in pathways to
refugees’ own goals, but these – paradoxically – are connections that refugees would
rather not have in the longer term. This longer-term view of integration as a process
that depends on time and must be taken ‘step by step’ was strongly expressed by this
research cohort. Families had already survived long periods of separation. New chal-
lenges that occurred could be tackled because the family unit being back together was
more important by far than any temporary difficulties families might face.

Multi-directionality

Despite the clear evidence of refugees’ desire and ability to build and leverage their own con-
nections, it remains clear that this alone cannot always overcome the structural confines of
statutory systems. As families’ divergent experiences of the housing and education systems
illustrate, strong links in one realm do not necessarily translate to other domains, especially
where systems are not receptive to connection. In line with Szreter andWoolcock’s original
formulation of social links, the response of thosewho hold is the power is as important as the
efforts of those who, frompositions of relative disadvantage, seek to connect with public ser-
vices to access their rights (Szreter and Woolcock 2004).

The findings from this small cohort of interviewees suggest that it is in the realm of
statutory housing provision that most change may be required before refugees can effec-
tively access their rights to safe and suitable accommodation that ‘provides the conditions
in which positive social connections and networks… can flourish’ (Pittaway, Bartolomei,
and Doney 2016, 411). This reminds us of the multi-directionality of integration itself
(see Ndofor-Tah et al. 2019). An analysis of the role of social connections in navigating
statutory systems cannot solely focus on refugees’ social labour in forming and leveraging
connections. Agencies too, particularly those that control access to services such as edu-
cation and housing, must be open to adaptation to meet the needs not just of refugees but
of the increasingly socially, ethnically, and linguistically diverse communities that they
are designed to serve (Benton, McCarthy, and Collett 2015). If they fail to do so, it
appears that refugees can continue to face incomprehension if not hostility when they
seek to exert their rights.

Conclusion

Reunited refugee families are called upon to navigate not only the emotions that come
with reunion after significant periods of separation, but also the complexities of statutory
systems. Their experiences confirm the crucial and various roles played by family, friends
and third sector organisations in advocating for, and enabling refugees to access their
rights. They also demonstrate inconsistencies in the ways that policy and research draw
boundaries between social relationships based on ethnicity and nationality rather than
on a consideration of the value of each relationship to refugees themselves. We, therefore,
argue for a shift in focus away from implicit assumptions about the types or identities of
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the people with whom refugees develop relationships. Instead, future research should seek
to explore the relational and structural factors that refugees themselves report have helped
or hindered their integration pathways. Integration will be promoted most effectively by
tailoring support to enable crucial relationships and remove structural barriers.

Moreover, the study provides further evidence that the social labour of forming posi-
tive relationships does not sit solely on the shoulders of refugees and other migrants.
Integration is, as the UK Home Office has itself repeatedly confirmed, a shared respon-
sibility. It is not just new residents but also the statutory systems that control their access
to resources that must change and adapt if all members of communities are to be able to
fulfil their potential. This paper suggests that while some statutory systems such as edu-
cation have to some extent adapted to the new realities of a mobile and diverse society,
others – most prominently the statutory homeless and housing systems – continue to
require significant investment if they are to be truly responsive to those who are entitled
to its assistance.

These findings point to the need to critically analyse the function as well as the form of
refugees’ social connections. Recognising the changing function that social relationships
play over time, for example with service providers or longer established co-national
friends and acquaintances, unlocks important routes whereby refugees can access
rights and opportunities and establish independent lives.

Note

1. This tool was adapted from commonly used life-coaching tools, for example: https://www.
kingstowncollege.ie/coaching-tool-the-wheel-of-life/
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