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Refugee Blues 
By W. H. Auden, 1939

Say this city has ten million souls, 
Some are living in mansions, some are living in holes: 
Yet there’s no place for us, my dear, yet there’s no place for us.

Once we had a country and we thought it fair, 
Look in the atlas and you’ll find it there: 
We cannot go there now, my dear, we cannot go there now.

In the village churchyard there grows an old yew, 
Every spring it blossoms anew: 
Old passports can’t do that, my dear, old passports can’t do that.

The consul banged the table and said, 
“If you’ve got no passport you’re officially dead”: 
But we are still alive, my dear, but we are still alive.

Went to a committee; they offered me a chair; 
Asked me politely to return next year: 
But where shall we go to-day, my dear, but where shall we go to-day?

Came to a public meeting; the speaker got up and said; 
“If we let them in, they will steal our daily bread”: 
He was talking of you and me, my dear, he was talking of you and me.

Thought I heard the thunder rumbling in the sky; 
It was Hitler over Europe, saying, “They must die”: 
O we were in his mind, my dear, O we were in his mind.

Saw a poodle in a jacket fastened with a pin, 
Saw a door opened and a cat let in: 
But they weren’t German Jews, my dear, but they weren’t German Jews.

Went down the harbour and stood upon the quay, 
Saw the fish swimming as if they were free: 
Only ten feet away, my dear, only ten feet away.
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Walked through a wood, saw the birds in the trees; 
They had no politicians and sang at their ease: 
They weren’t the human race, my dear, they weren’t the human race.

Dreamed I saw a building with a thousand floors, 
A thousand windows and a thousand doors: 
Not one of them was ours, my dear, not one of them was ours.

Stood on a great plain in the falling snow; 
Ten thousand soldiers marched to and from: 
Looking for you and me, my dear, looking for you and me.
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Introduction

The Stark Contrast Between Desperation and Opportunity

2011: Iranian Dies After Setting Himself Alight in Amsterdam

An Iranian asylum seeker has died after setting himself alight in central Am-
sterdam, police have said. The 36-year-old man had been taken to hospital with 
severe burns after torching himself on the city’s main square on Wednesday. 
His initial asylum request had been rejected but his appeal to remain was be-
ing considered, reports said. According to reports in the Dutch media, the man 
had an argument with a group before setting himself alight. He had apparently 
soaked his clothes in a highly flammable liquid. He is reported to have stood 
motionless and silent as bystanders and shopkeepers attempted to extinguish 
the flames using coats and buckets of water. Police said there was no immediate 
explanation for his act and that an investigation into the case was underway.

BBC News. (2011, 7th April). 

This man’s death epitomizes the most extreme culmination of the challenges that asylum 
seekers and refugees face before, during, and after their arrival in the countries where 
they seek refuge. In the article above, the BBC speaks about an “Iranian asylum seeker,” 
“the man,” “initial asylum request,” and “appeal to remain.” These are mere words that 
provide a one-dimensional representation of the events that took place on that day.

In her book The Ungrateful Refugee, Dina Nayeri (2019), an Iranian refugee who was 
living in Amsterdam at the moment of this death, resurrects fragments of Roustayi’s 
life, providing a more humane and compassionate account of the events that led to his 
immolation and death.

“Kambiz Roustayi died at thirty-six, having wasted twelve of his strongest [try-
ing to file an asylum request], hungriest years, the years when people crave to 
build and to give of themselves to each other, to their communities – years for 
work and family. Why did he choose to die this way? Maybe he wanted to remain 
in the country’s psyche, to be part of their news, to appear in art installations 
and writings, to be remembered each April for a time. He had been so forgotten. 
In his darkest nights, Kambiz had grappled with those who had cast him off.”
(Nayeri, 2019, p.227)
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Throughout her narrative, Nayeri tells us that the “man,” the “Iranian asylum seeker,” 
was Kambiz Roustayi. He decided to end his life when he could not cope with the uncer-
tainty and absolute loneliness of being without options while still having so much to give 
and to do. Roustayi did not only die by suicide. That was not his only act. Before that, he 
had lost twelve years of his life waiting for something that never happened. Kambiz’s 
asylum request was denied, and he had never become a status-holder (Nayeri, 2019). 

In response, the then “Immigration and Asylum Minister Gerd Leers called Mr. Roustayi’s 
death ‘very tragic,’ but says all the procedures were followed correctly and that the man 
was given proper legal assistance” (Nayeri, 2019, p 228). This comment, relatively com-
mon in the political statements, shows an impersonal and administrative response to the 
very personal and heartfelt experience of Roustayi during the asylum request process. 

Roustayi remained in limbo and frozen in a grey.While he was physically in the 
heart of Western Europe, he was never really there. Roustayi’s asylum request, sub-
sequent rejections and appeals, and ultimate death elucidate the mundane and ut-
terly isolating experiences of displaced people. Roustayi’s never-arrival was the rea-
son for his ultimate departure, his death.

Roustayi’s self-immolation was a public act of defiance of the Dutch authorities. He made 
himself the body of his message: he was the paper, the pen, the letter. Yet he has totally van-
ished from the Dutch collective memory, and only a few people vaguely remember the de-
tails of his death. The desperate and distressed actions show the end of a rejected asylum 
seeker, someone’s friend, son, and brother. This event also accounts for exclusion and in-
clusion processes that happen to refugees visibly and invisibly daily, in Amsterdam and in 
“Berlin, Vienna, Bucharest, Paris, New York, Los Angeles, Buenos Aires and Montevideo”1.

2021: The Beginning of a Tech Career2

When Ahmet Osmat [not his real name] came to the Netherlands with 
his family in 2018, he was determined to continue his long-time teaching 
career. But as newcomers to foreign countries discover, plans often need 
adjustment. After more than two years of non-stop study and determina-
tion to re-educate himself, Ahmet Osmat was admitted to an academy for 
people without easy access to the job market that was set-up as a business 
collaboration with civil society and academia. He now works as an engi-
neer at an IT service company in the Netherlands. This is his story […] 

1  Sequence of cities in Arendt’s essay We Refugees, where she wrote about the suicides of   Jewish Refugees.
2 This fragment has been anonymized to avoid singling out a particular recently arrived refugee. This 
is one of the many examples of refugees that Refugee Talent Hub is currently assisting. Please check their 
website https://refugeetalenthub.com/verhalen.



22

C
H

A
P

T
E

R
 O

N
E

“When I was doing online data science courses, I heard about the Refugee 
Talent Hub, and I attended some of their programs. During a meet-and-
greet, I met someone from xxxx [name withheld for anonymity] who told 
me about the xxx Academy. I decided to apply.” The XXX Academy, aimed 
at training ICT talent with a distance to the labour market and a work ex-
perience placement attached, challenged Ahmet Osmat in ways the online 
courses could not. […] ‘It was a four-month program with teaching days in 
Amsterdam from 9 to 5 o’clock. […] By the end of the course, I was hired 
as an intern at xxx. […] I was able to combine the knowledge from all the 
courses and learned a lot along the way.’ After a successful internship, Ah-
met Osmat was immediately promised a permanent position at the compa-
ny. At that time, he and his family had received a Dutch residence permit 
and, in the months [sic], they were assigned a house in XXX. With some de-
lay due to COVID-19, Ahmet Osmat was hired in September last year [2020] 
and now [2021-2022] works as an Engineer at xxx.  

The words used in the above fragment show action and opportunities: “I was able,” 
“I met,” “I was able to combine.” Despite living in an asylum seeker center (AZC is the 
Dutch acronym and will be used throughout the text), Ahmet could take some control 
over his life and make plans. These plans gave him certainty, purpose, and the moti-
vation to keep moving. He was the owner of possibilities to tread a path towards a 
new life in the Netherlands. By the time he and his family received the Dutch residency 
permit, the company he interned with had guaranteed a place for him. Waiting for his 
refugee status was a vital question in his life, but not the only one. While waiting for his 
permit, he could already gather the tools he needed to give shape to a new life in the 
Netherlands. This story illustrates how refugees can develop their talents in a favorable 
environment and find the necessary elements to pursue their ambitions. In this case, 
Refugee Talent Hub (an employer initiative) was the bridge between him, his expertise, 
knowledge, and a private company. The opportunities provided by the links between 
civil society organizations and the private sector allowed him to get into a platform 
where he could adapt his skills and eventually find a job at an IT company. He did not 
waste time nor remain in limbo while waiting for a response to his asylum application. 

Ahmet’s case is a far cry from Roustayi’s immolation. These men are ten years apart 
in time. Nevertheless, they are close and intertwined as a result of being on the opposite 
ends of the same rope, as refugees in the Netherlands. They are tangled in a common 
diachronic space, formed by the need for asylum, as well as their hopes, fears, uncer-
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tainties, and the (im)possibilities of a life in the Netherlands. Roustayi’s story remains 
on permanent pause. What could have been will never be. Ahmet and his family live and 
get on with things. What could have been is and will be. They are contrasting accounts; 
one a door closed forever and the other an opportunity to cross the threshold. Above 
all, these stories are manifestations of the state of affairs of refugee reception and in-
tegration in the Netherlands, which perfectly capture the discursive and collaborative 
shifts between Roustayi’s immolation in 2011 and Ahmet’s opportunities in 2021. In 
the following table, I present these shifts, which will be further elaborated below in 
Refugee Reception in the Netherlands Between 2011-2021.

Table 1. Iterations in the Refugee Reception and Integration Between Roustayi and Ahmet

Period3 Shifts in the societal discourse4 Collaborative shifts

2011-2012

First shift: the critique of the asylum 
seeker centers (AZC) started to take 
shape with the discussion of how 
suitable they were for refugees and 
their opportunities for integration. 
The adverse effects of the reception 
of refugees were addressed in various 
academic and policy papers (ACVZ, 
2013; Ten Holder, 2012; WRR, 2015).

The refugee reception and integration  
field is mostly dominated by COA  
(Central Agency for the Reception of 
Asylum Seekers), IND (Immigration  
and Naturalization Services), and 
municipalities. Civil society organizations, 
such as the Dutch Refugee Council and a 
few other advocacy organizations have a 
role in supporting refugees.

2013-2015

Authorities recognized many critical 
works and arguments generated during 
the first shift, which led to a change in 
public and policy discussions and the 
reception and integration of refugees. 
The main critique was that the COA did 
not offer early integration opportunities 
to refugees (COA, 2014). The long 
waiting times and uncertainty caused 
further stress to the already complex 
situations of the refugees (ACVZ, 2013). 

A new impetus to rethink collaboration 
between different actors and the refugee 
journey emerged. Debates began 
addressing refugees’ early integration 
and societal participation, which brought 
together civil society and governmental 
organizations as active contributors 
(ACVZ, 2013; Ten Holder, 2012; WRR, 
2015) (Further explained in 2011-2015 
Increasing Awareness about Refugees in 
the Netherlands ).

3 The periods in this table are indicative, since the shifts are part of processes without clear-cut timeframes. 
4 Social discourse is a broad discussion between social actors on vital or critical matters that affect 
the whole of society. These problems need to be analyzed and decisions taken to influence the government 
to favor specific proposed solutions.
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Period3 Shifts in the societal discourse4 Collaborative shifts

2015-2017

By 2015, the second shift in the 
reception appeared, with the increased 
flow of refugees, directly impacting the 
growing public discourse precisely 
because this period increased the profile 
of the civil society organizations as 
active contributors. The asylum system 
crisis (1.03-b) introduced many new 
actors into the field, mainly in emergent 
organizations. In this period many people 
contributed to welcoming refugees and 
their reception and integration (1.04-b).

In 2015, during the asylum system 
crisis, civil society organizations felt the 
urgency to take action over the refugee 
reception issues. During this period, 
many group initiatives, organizations 
and individuals started to act rapidly 
and simultaneously, and in many cases, 
their actions converged, leading to new 
forms of collaboration.

2017-2020

Third shift: post-crisis the initial urgency 
diminished. In this stage, the actors 
who became active during the crisis 
conceived and developed their approaches 
concerning refugee reception and 
integration and experimented with them 
when possible. These experimentations 
and approaches brought new challenges 
and opportunities for like-minded 
individuals and organizations

2020- 2021

COA was in the middle of another crisis. It 
had to accommodate newly arrived refugees 
in emergency shelters (1.03-C) because the 
existing AZCs were full. The accommodation 
facilities lacked privacy, safety, and heating, 
with limited access to healthcare and 
education for children. Moreover, refugees 
were relocated repeatedly in a relatively 
short time (1.04-c.)

Fourth shift, different initiatives seek to 
connect with other initiatives and explore 
common elements and differences. They 
also strategize together to develop 
dialogue and funding opportunities 
with the government, essential for their 
survival.

Clarifying the Terms: Asylum Seeker, Refugee, and the Refugee Journey 

Before elaborating on the conditions which impacted the trajectory of Roustayi and 
Osmat, the terms asylum seeker and refugee need clarification, thus elaborating on the 
notion of the refugee journey.  

In media and public debates, asylum seeker and refugee are terms that are often used 
interchangeably. In the broader context, a refugee is a person fleeing from something 
beyond their control, such as a civil war or natural disaster. In this situation a refugee 
does not necessarily fear persecution, as defined by the 1951 United Nations Conven-
tion relating to the Status of Refugees (UNHCR, 2022), which is the centerpiece of in-
ternational refugee protection today. According to the convention, the person seeking 
refuge is an “asylum seeker” who applies for asylum. The reason behind this request is 
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that they have a well-founded fear of persecution because of race, religion, nationality, 
political belief, or membership in a particular social group if they return to their coun-
try of origin. This convention defines a “refugee” as an asylum seeker whose application 
for asylum has been successful. However, in the introduction, I use the general term ref-
ugee to refer to individuals who flee their home country. Later, in the chapters where I 
focus on various settlement situations in which their legal status matters, I differentiate 
between asylum seekers, those individuals whose refugee status (hereafter referred to 
as status) is unknown, and refugees, individuals who have obtained their status.

The action of fleeing from the home country to where a refugee settles, is commonly 
addressed as the refugee journey or refugee experience (Benezer & Zetter, 2014). The 
refugee journey is a continuum rather than disconnected and ending upon arrival in the 
new country (Hynes, 2003; Baker, 1990; Joly, 1996). It is a powerful, life-changing path 
that impacts those who experience it. Undoubtedly, this journey is a transitional period 
with a formative and transformative effect. At the individual level, it forces individuals 
to expand their boundaries. In their journey, refugees go beyond the familiarity of their 
environments and face unfamiliar settings, people, and behaviors. At a group level, the 
journey affects how they see themselves as a group, what they expect from their new 
society, and how it receives them. What is more, the refugee journey tests the resilience 
of those fleeing, their capacity to trust and distrust, and their abilities to settle in the 
new society (Benezer & Zetter, 2014). By considering the refugee journey as a process 
that started before the physical departure and continues after the physical arrival in 
a new country, researchers and practitioners can better understand the expectations, 
challenges, and opportunities refugees face during their reception and integration. 

I see the reception and integration as the last stage of the journey, the arrival, as an 
action in progress, therefore an arriving. Refugees may not ever be able to really “fully 
arrive.” Yet there are ways to lessen the repercussions of their journey and assist them 
to settle and to feel less restless and more grounded in the new country. This could 
help them build a new life faster that is closer to their own dreams and ambitions. In 
essence, Roustayi’s arrival was put on hold because his asylum request was rejected 
and subsequently appealed until he felt so hopeless that he immolated himself, while 
Osmat’s could develop further by finding opportunities that led to employment (and 
the potential to settle and organize his life).

To situate the reception and integration experiences of refugees in the Netherlands, 
I adapted an eight-phase process model (Hynes, 2003; Baker, 1990) that distinguishes 
the different stages in the journey. This model is significant because it contextualizes 
the entire process of becoming a refugee, rather than only focusing on the experience 
upon their physical arrival in their new country (Joly, 1996).
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Table 2. The Refugee Journey. Adapted from Baker (1995) and Hynes (2003)

Journey Stage

The period of threat

Departure The decision to flee

Transit In-flight

Reaching safety and a place of asylum

Refugee camp experience5

Physical arrival (arriving)6 Reception into a host country 
(See table 2)

Accommodation in AZCs 

Asylum status granted

Integration exam

Possibilities to start to work and study

Objectives of this Dissertation and Research Question 

This dissertation examines the changes that occurred in the ten years between Roustayi’s 
self-immolation in 2011 and Osmat’s opportunities in 2021. These examples of both des-
peration and opportunity embody both the impossibility of taking root in circumstances 
of extreme exclusion and the possibilities to thrive. On a daily basis in the Netherlands, 
thousands of refugees face experiences that lie somewhere between these two ends of the 
spectrum. Similarly, these cases illuminate the period in which they occur and the societal 
actors with whom the two men could (not) interact.  Given these points, I seek to unravel 
the challenges and opportunities that bordering, a set of exclusionary practices, presents 
to social actors (governmental organizations, civil society, volunteers, and refugees) in the 
field of refugee reception and integration to support conditions for meaningful integration.

Bordering as a concept allows us to understand the processes that “differentiate be-
tween ‘us’ and ‘them,’ those who are in and those who are out, those who are allowed 
to cross the borders and those who are not” (Yuval-Davis et al., 2019, p. 7). What is 
more, studying internal bordering processes (those within the given borders) provides 
a window into the dynamics of diverse (societal) actors and their interactions through 

5 While the model details the process involving refugee camps, many refugees arriving in the 
Netherlands have circumvented this stage.
6 Please refer to the discussion and conclusion chapter where I come back to this point.
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individual and organizational perspectives (Amelina & Faist, 2012; Beck, 2002). 
By understanding bordering practices, we can understand the challenges that re-

cently arrived refugees7 (hereafter refugees) encounter to reach a form of genuine and 
significant integration, which I call meaningful integration. This type of integration is 
part of their overall journey: the arrival. As part of the arrival, meaningful integration 
is characterized by making sense to the refugees concerned and is connected to their 
experiences and expectations. It is the state in which refugees both perceive and have 
the conditions to stop moving and (eventually) settle (physically and mentally). It is the 
stage in which they can distinguish, use, modify, or create – independently or with the 
relevant assistance – a sustainable path to becoming part of their new society. Mean-
ingful integration entails that a refugee can align their needs, capacities, motivations, 
and ambitions (their dreams) with the institutional and social conditions of their new 
country to develop and fulfil their potentials8. 

In this dissertation, I draw from organization studies, critical diversity, refugee stud-
ies, public administration, and human geography to understand the last stage of the 
refugee journey, their reception and integration (Table 2), and the role various societal 
actors play in it. I endeavor to answer the following research question: How have gov-
ernmental organizations, civil society, and volunteers engaged with bordering practic-
es in the reception and meaningful integration of refugees in the Netherlands between 
2011 and 2021, and what role do refugees have in these processes? 

Through an understanding of bordering practices, this dissertation aims to answer 
questions concerning the adverse visible and invisible exclusionary mechanisms that 
constrain the possibilities for the meaningful integration of refugees into Dutch society. 
Furthermore, the findings can influence actual practices in the refugee reception and inte-
gration process by contributing to a better understanding of the work and interplay of the 
relevant actors, along with the dynamic societal contexts in which they operate. Further-
more, this dissertation contributes to theoretical debates in refugee studies by addressing 
refugee reception and integration as part of the refugee journey, which until now has had 
only limited exploration (Benezer and Zetter, 2014), and by adding the notion of meaning-
ful integration, which could be understood as the conclusion of the refugee journey.  

In the following sections, I set the scene to understand the last stage of the refugee 
journey in the Netherlands, the arrival (Table 2), by explaining the background of the 
current reception model and role, competence and importance of societal actors (gov-

7 In the context of this dissertation, a recently arrived refugee refers to the period between 
the arrival in a new country and the period just after obtaining refugee status allowing  
residence in the country. This is when they look for a sustainable form of settlement in Dutch 
society, i.e., employment, study opportunities, and the pursuit of dreams.
8 As per this definition, meaningful integration forms the set of conditions necessary to achieve 
inclusion, yet this notion is out of scope for this dissertation.



28

C
H

A
P

T
E

R
 O

N
E

ernmental organizations, civil society, and volunteers) in these processes. Then, I con-
textualize the shifts in refugee reception and integration in the period covered in this 
dissertation. Additionally, I explain the complexity, multi-levels and multi-layers of refu-
gee reception and integration, along with the notion of bordering and its links to power. 
Finally, this chapter presents the methodological approaches to my research question 
and ends with an overview of the empirical chapters that form the dissertation.

Setting the Scene: The Dutch Refugee Reception and Its Stakeholders

Background to the Current Reception Model

From the 1970s to the late 1980s, annual quotas determined the number of refugees 
that could settle in the Netherlands. By 1989, changes were needed due to the increas-
ing number of spontaneous refugees arriving (Bruquetas-Callejo et al., 2011). The cur-
rent reception model emerged from asylum migration policies developed after the rise 
in asylum requests of the 1980s and 1990s. Different policies were implemented to 
control the situation and be cost-effective, introducing large centralized reception. A 
part of this new policy was the restructuring and organization of what is now the Cen-
tral Agency for the Reception of Asylum Seekers (COA), dependent on the Dutch Minis-
try of the Interior and Kingdom Relations (Bruquetas-Callejo et al.). 

Before 1987, refugees in the Netherlands needed to find their own accommodation 
once they had reported to the police. They were not allowed to work until they had 
obtained the legal status of refugee (also known as status). Nevertheless, they had the 
same unemployment benefit entitlements as Dutch citizens (Ghorashi, 2005). In 1987, 
the regional reception of asylum seekers was introduced (ROA, Regionale Opvang Asi-
elzoekers). Under the new regulations, refugees had to first stay AZCs and then were 
dispersed all over the country and accommodated in ROA houses, where they lived with 
other refugees (Bocker & Doornbos 1997: 210; Ghorashi, 2005). They were no longer 
entitled to unemployment benefits. Instead, they received money to cover their rent 
and other necessary costs. This situation would only change once they obtained their 
status and residence permits (Ghorashi, 2005). Under the ROA, the AZC was a tempo-
rary accommodation until the refugees were moved to ROA houses. 

However, this situation changed from a waiting time of months to one of years within a 
few years. In 1994, a new regulation required that refugees file their asylum application 
in three centers for registration (aanmeldcentra): 1- center where the chances for asylum 
are initially assessed, differentiating between refugees who seemed without chances for 
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asylum and those who did within 24 hours; 2- investigation center, once the possibility 
for asylum is deemed to exist); and 3- AZC, where refugees would stay until obtaining 
status (Doornbos & Sellies, 1997). After 1996, the AZC was no longer a provisional base 
before being allocated an ROA house. Refugees were required to stay in the centers until 
they had obtained their status. By then, that process was taking a few years (Bocker & 
Doornbos 1997:210; Ghorashi, 2005). This model, in which refugees stay in AZCs until 
they obtain their status, has remained mostly unchanged since its establishment.

Governmental Organizations 

The Dutch reception of refugees is enshrined in the EU-reception directive (article 17, 
sub-2) and the national Asylum Seekers Provisions Regulations. The former indicates 
that the EU Member States shall ensure that material reception conditions provide an 
adequate standard of living for applicants, which guarantees their subsistence and pro-
tects their physical and mental health. The latter describes refugees rights and obliga-
tions in Dutch reception facilities. Dutch asylum policies follow the notion of “strict, 
but fair” and the reception “austere, yet humane.” These regulations have made the 
reception of refugees more manageable and efficient from a logistics point of view. Yet 
simultaneously, these principles have put a humane approach of reception under pres-
sure (Ten Holder 2012; Bakker et al. 2016; Ghorashi et al., 2018). 

Once refugees arrive in the Netherlands, they interact with various governmental organi-
zations, such as the Immigration and Naturalization Services (IND), which processes asylum 
applications, and the COA, which accommodates them. When they obtain their refugee status 
(status), municipalities play an integral role in their settlement (COA, 2020, see also Chapters 
2, 3, and 4). As of 20219, there were three steps to obtain asylum in the Netherlands: 

1. registration upon arrival and interview, 
2. preparation period, and 
3. general asylum procedure and decision.

In the first step, asylum applications are filed with the IND. The Alien Police carries out 
the identification and registration of each applicant. Next, the Health Center for Asylum 
Seekers carries out a medical exam. During this period, refugees stay in a central recep-
tion center. The IND carries out the registration interview days after the initial registra-
tion. The IND experts examine whether refugees are mentally and physically fit during 
these interviews. The Dutch Council for Refugees (VWN is its acronym in Dutch) provides 
9 For the purpose of this dissertation and due to its timeframe (2011-2021) only contextual 
information available and relevant up until the 1st of January 2022 was used.
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information about the asylum process, and refugees meet a lawyer designated by the Le-
gal Aid Board. During this period, they are provided accommodation in a COA process re-
ception center where they receive a food allowance and access to medical care via Asylum 
Seeker Healthcare (GZA). The COA also gives them practical information about living in 
the Netherlands and assigns them to a reception center (AZC) (COA 2021). 

The centers are purposely built or adapted military barracks, hospitals, or convents. 
There are other types of accommodations, as well. Emergency reception facilities are 
temporary accommodations deployed in the event of a shortage of asylum seeker 
centers (i.e., pavilions, multi-purpose halls, holiday parks). There are also crisis recep-
tion facilities, another type of temporary accommodation, where refugees can stay for 
a maximum of 72 hours (i.e., reception in sports centers or other organizations at a re-
gional level, by the Safety Regions). Many were used during the “refugee crisis” of 2015-
2017, which I address as the asylum system crisis throughout this dissertation10, and 
in the last trimester of 2021 when the COA was forced to accommodate newly arrived 
refugees in emergency shelters because the country’s AZCs were already full (Refugee 
Reception in the Netherlands Between 2011-2021). 

There are three possible outcomes from the IND: 1- a temporary residence permit 
is granted, 2- more time for the decision is needed, or 3- the asylum application is re-
jected. When the refugees receives a five-year temporary residence permit (IND 2021), 
they can move to another COA reception center and can work, as well as have the right 
to a house in a municipality. That municipality looks for suitable accommodations for 
them. If they succeed, the refugee leaves the COA reception center. Additionally, the 
COA will consult with them about which city they wish to live in and accommodate 
requests when possible. When the outcome is that more time to reach a decision is 
needed, the asylum seeker enters an extended asylum procedure (IND 2021). If the re-
quest is rejected asylum seekers can appeal or accept the ruling. If there are ultimately 
no possibilities for asylum, they will have to leave the AZC within 28 days (IND 2021). 
If something changes in their situation (more information is obtained to support the 
asylum application), they can repeat the asylum application.

Civil Society Organizations and Volunteers 

Governmental organizations, civil society organizations and volunteers interact with 
refugees before, during, and after their asylum requests. Governmental organizations 
and civil society both interact with refugees within different power relations. The for-
mer is responsible for creating and enforcing rules concerning refugee reception. The 
10 In the following section, where I contextualize the refugee reception in the Netherlands between 
2011-2021, I elaborate on this period.
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latter focuses on monitoring government policies and actions, holding the government 
accountable, and engaging in advocacy and other forms of support for refugees. 

What is widely known as civil society is composed of an increasing variety of 
groups and organizations ranging in scale, structure, size of membership, mission, 
and lifespan (Handel, 2003; Van Til, 2000). Throughout this dissertation, I refer 
to civil society because this concept encapsulates individuals working together to 
change the circumstances of refugees and work to benefit society. Civil society or-
ganizations (and social enterprises) range from established to sporadic, emergent 
and sometimes hybrid initiatives (a combination of civil society and private organ-
izations) in the migration and refugee sector. Some of these organizations are well-
known national organizations (i.e., Dutch Refugee Council: its initials in Dutch, VWN), 
which help refugees to arrange essential matters (i.e., finding work or studying). Oth-
ers are local action groups that sometimes develop into more significant movements 
(i.e., Migrant Organize, Movement on the Ground, Migrant Welcome). Civil society can 
be advocacy-oriented, help a specific group of refugees (i.e., women, children, disa-
bled people). It works outside or inside national territories, inside refugee camps or 
reception centers. Civil society provides humane and compassionate assistance to the 
disadvantaged (Handel, 2003; Van Til, 2000).

In the Dutch context, the Dutch Refugee Council and its volunteers assist refugees 
in 300 different places in the Netherlands. Furthermore, other organizations cover 
various missions, e.g., mental health, trauma, legal advice, language training, job 
hunting. All in all, these organizations help and give information to refugees at any 
stage of their procedure, i.e., Amnesty Nederland or the International Organization 
for Migration (IOM Nederland). Others offer specific help to rejected asylum seek-
ers, i.e., Amsterdam Solidarity Committee for Refugees or National Undocumented 
Support Centre Foundation. While others have general aims at education possibili-
ties like the Foundation for Refugee Students (UAF). Furthermore, many organiza-
tions and institutes assist with learning Dutch, English, mentoring programs, and 
personal development support11.

No matter the location, scope of action, membership or lifespan, civil society and vol-
unteers assist refugees to deal with material and social structures that appear during 
the course of their journey (Ramsay, 2017; Rast & Ghorashi, 2018). Civil society has 
the potential to offer a flexible, personalized and tailored approach to refugees, and 
they can connect them with other relevant individuals, initiatives, or third-party organ-
izations (Ponzoni et al., 2021). As I show in Chapters 3 & 4, during the asylum system 
crisis, civil society organizations, in the form of established and spontaneous/emergent 
11 For the latest organizations check the Learning Crossroads for Refugee Inclusion; Home 
- Learning Crossroads for Refugee Inclusion (refugeeacademy-learningcrossroads.nl)  
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organizations12, played an essential role by developing activities that went from needs 
assessment to supporting official organizations when that was required. Something 
similar has been observed by crisis and disaster studies where citizens also take ac-
tion (Kendra & Wachtendorf, 2003; Helsloot & Ruitenberg 2004; Schmidt et al., 2017). 
For example, during the aftermath of the September 11 attacks, Red Cross volunteers 
served hot meals in the temporary Emergency and Operations Center and respite facil-
ities installed near Ground Zero (Kendra & Wachtendorf, 2003). Another example is All 
Hands and Hearts13, a volunteer-powered relief organization that was on the ground 
assisting families to find suitable shelter and putting children back in schools three 
days after the Nepal earthquake in 2015. More concretely, in 2015, the Dutch Red Cross 
organized volunteer citizen responses through the platform Ready2Help, which mobi-
lized and coordinated over 30,000 volunteers (Schmidt et al., 20017). As of December 
2021, Ready2help had 97,000 active volunteers deployed all over the Netherlands, with 
activities ranging from transport and guidance at testing and vaccination centers to 
distributing food packages during the COVID-19 crisis of 2020-2021.

In the context of refugee reception, individuals working in civil society are in the middle 
between the immediate reality of the refugee (reception facilities, providing training) and 
the rest of Dutch society. They can be a bridge between two or more realms, with different 
spans: lifeworld of the refugees, system world, societal discourse (Ponzoni et al., 2021). 
This connection is possible either because they are residents committed to welcoming 
migrants or because they, or someone in their immediate surroundings, have refugee or 
migrant experience (i.e., parent, partner, friend, colleague). Engaged individuals are in an 
in-between position due to their place in the different levels that involve society and ref-
ugee reception. They are the connectors between all the layers surrounding refugee re-
ception and integration due to the situations arising from the social and political contexts 
in which they are embedded (Rast and Ghorashi, 2018; Schmidtke, 2018; Sinatti, 2019). 
This capacity to connect is related to their position within given societal discourses and 
practices, as well as their capacity to be reflexive and act on the situations produced in 
such contexts (Further elaborated in 2017-2021: The Protracted Broken System).

The following table shows the steps that refugees take to obtain asylum and the 
involvement of governmental organizations and civil society (including sporadic and 
spontaneous organizations) in the process.

12 Emergent or spontaneous civil society organizations refers to groups of individuals who 
came together for a specific purpose because the established civil society organizations 
were too formalized to provide support for their particular concerns
13 All Hands and Hearts | Volunteer-Powered Disaster Relief (www.allhandsandhearts.org)
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Table 3.  Steps to Obtain Asylum Status in the Netherlands and Involvement of Governmental 

Organizations and Civil Society

Stage in the 
reception

The situation for the 
refugees

Governmental 
organizations

Civil society organizations 
with major roles 14

1) Registration 
upon arrival and 
intake interview

Accommodation in an 
AZC, emergency or 
crisis reception centers 
(2015-2017)

IND, COA

Spontaneous initiatives/local 
neighborhood organizations 
(during the asylum system crisis)
VWN
Amnesty Nederland IOM

2) Preparation 
for the asylum 
procedure 

IND, COA VWN

3) General asylum 
procedure and 
decision

IND, COA

VWN, Organizations that are 
available because they share 
information online, in AZCs, 
approach refugees, etc.

Outcomes

3.a- Temporary 
residence permit 
is granted

Allowed to work and 
follow studies

IND, COA, 
Municipality

UAF, VWN, language education, 
training, and job-hunting 
support

Right to a house in a 
municipality Municipality Idem above

Allowed to leave COA-
AZC once municipality 
finds a place

Municipality Idem above

3. b-More time 
for the decision is 
needed

Remain in COA-AZC IND, COA VWN

3. c-The asylum 
application is 
rejected; the 
applicant can 
appeal or accept 
the ruling

IND, COA,

VWN,
City based Solidarity Committee 
for Refugees and National 
Undocumented Support Centre 
Foundation

14 The organizations presented here are for illustrative purpose only, since there are too many 
of them. For the latest organizations check the Learning Crossroads for Refugee Inclusion: 
Home - Learning Crossroads for Refugee Inclusion (refugeeacademy-learningcrossroads.nl) 
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Refugee Reception in the Netherlands Between 2011-2021

The self-immolation of Roustayi, resulting from the state of never arriving, and the 
possibilities for Osmat to arrive and even start to work are extreme manifestations 
in a sequence of changes in the Dutch refugee reception and integration process 
between 2011 and 2021. The shifts range from physical isolation and total absence 
of refugees from political and social debates in 2011 to a situation in which refu-
gees are constantly present in social and political agendas in 2021. Distinguishing 
different iterations in the field helps us understand and contextualize the current 
state of refugee reception and integration in relation to societal discourses and col-
laboration between different stakeholders. 

2011-2015 Increasing Awareness about Refugees in the Netherlands In the Neth-
erlands in 2011, refugees like Roustayi were nearly invisible. Some sectors of ac-
ademia deemed the asylum process a “luxury problem” compared to the situation 
of previous guest labor migrants.14 Since 2015, refugees and their reception have 
become a constant topic in media and political debates. Back in 2011, attention 
was beginning to be given to the effects of the accommodation provided by asylum 
seeker centers and how individuals, institutionalized in the centers (Ghorashi et 
al., 2018) engaged with the challenging circumstances regarding migrants and ref-
ugees in the Netherlands. The period of 2013-2015 followed discussions between 
civil society, official organizations, and academics (ten Holder, 2012; ACVZ, 2013; 
COA, 2014; WRR, 2015), leading to some visible changes in refugee reception in 
three aspects. Firstly, the size of the reception facilities, where there was a shared 
view that it was more beneficial for refugees and the host society alike to have 
smaller-scale accommodations (WRR, 2015, 37-42). Secondly, there was a greater 
focus on the refugee’s connection with the receiving society. Thirdly, the refugee 
integration sequence saw a shift from wasting time while waiting for the refugee 
status to early integration (COA, 2014; WRR, 2015). Civil society played a signifi-
cant role in these changes because such groups have arguably shown the capacity to 
 assist asylum seekers immediately after their arrival (Rast & Ghorashi, 2018; 
Schmidtke, 2018; Sinatti, 2019). This role is also crucial due to the decrease of the 
welfare capacities that the Netherlands offers for reception and integration facili-
ties, which has led to the appearance of local and informal initiatives to tackle the 
social issues that appeared as a result of the lack of state support (Brandsen et al., 
2015; Sinatti, 2019).

14  Professor H. Ghorashi, personal communications, 2012-2022
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2015-2017: The Refugee System Crisis: The Cracks in a Broken System

By mid-2015, everyone in Europe and in the Netherlands had become aware of refu-
gees. At that time, the changes in refugee reception stagnated because of the sudden in-
crease in the number of asylum seekers. During this period, formal organizations strug-
gled to deal with the number of arrivals while many spontaneous voluntary groups 
emerged and showed the flexibility needed to act on the spot and assist the newcomers 
(Rast et al., 2019; Smets et al. 2017). 

The Netherlands and the rest of the EU states seemed unfit to manage the growth 
in the number of arrivals (Pries, p1, 2019). This incapacity was a challenge for the EU 
and the normative-regulative framework that rules asylum policies, the Common Eu-
ropean Asylum System (CEAS). The challenges of the European asylum system crisis 
also brought opportunities for volunteers and engaged individuals to show through 
their activities that there were possibilities to assist refugees, as well as revealing 
how the formal organizations were struggling to fulfil their duties (Goroya et al. 2015; 
Feischmidt et al., 2019). Civil society had the opportunity to step in in the face of “the 
organized non-responsibility of almost all EU member states” (p2). 

The asylum system crisis showed incongruences in the refugee reception system 
(Feischmidt et al., 2019; Agustin & Jorgensen, 2019). Moreover, there has been no 
clear legislation or coordination at the EU level to deal with this situation (Heisbourg, 
2015). While controversial because of the lack of refugee perspectives and scarcity of 
solutions, the book Refuge: Transforming a Broken Refugee System by Betts and Collier 
(2018) argues that the current refugee system is shattered and populated by incon-
gruences that make it unable to manage the increasing displacement and settlement of 
refugees. Even though a significant number of refugees are expected to be looking for 
refuge in the coming years (Hadfield & Zwitter, 2015), European, national, and local au-
thorities have been unable to formulate predictable collective and coordinating actions, 
which shows the vulnerability and incompetence of the relevant authorities in terms of 
sustainable refugee reception and integration.

2017-2021: The Protracted Broken System

Once refugees enter Europe, they are confronted with many new challenges. These 
challenges are related to difficulties with material conditions regarding their reception 
and accommodation, as well as the bureaucratic procedures to obtain asylum (Kohli & 
Kaukko, 2018; Ramsay, 2017; Waardenburg et al., 2019).

The Netherlands is no exception. Refugees become part of a complex and cumber-
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some bureaucratic procedure that can take years, despite the current attempts to 
shorten waiting times (Ghorashi et al., 2018). For example, in 2020, the IND (see Gov-
ernmental Organizations) had a backlog of 15,350 asylum applications. This backlog 
resulted in extensive waiting times for the asylum seekers due to delays in application 
processing and the high cost in penalty payments imposed on the Ministry of Justice 
(EMN, 2021). The ministry later moved away from paying after realizing a massive loss 
for the state and the backlog was not totally cleared.

In the last trimester of 2021, the COA found itself in the middle of another crisis. 
The general housing crisis in the Netherlands15 had also impacted the asylum process, 
making it difficult for status holders to find housing, which meant that they have had 
to remain in AZCs (see Background to the Current Reception Model). As of September 
2021, 11,000 status holders were still in AZCs (Dutch Review, 2021). Additionally, there 
was a surge in asylum applications, mainly due to the situation in Afghanistan. As a 
result, the COA was forced to accommodate newly arrived refugees in emergency shel-
ters (Civil Society Organizations and Volunteers), which the Dutch Council for Refugees 
and the Dutch Red Cross report lack privacy, safety, and heating, with limited access to 
healthcare and education for children. Moreover, refugees were relocated repeatedly in 
a relatively short time (NL Times, 2021). 

The last three months of 2021 showed that the discussions about refugee reception 
repeat themselves. In 2021 there was a move towards large reception centers to ac-
commodate many refugees and reduce costs. However, as seen in previous sections, 
there was a trend from small municipalities towards small reception centers connected 
to the local community in 2013-2015, which proved relevant for refugee integration. 
What is more, in a 2021 interview with Movisie, Prof. Dr. Ghorashi explained that a 
significant number of social initiatives supported this trend and dedicated time and 
energy to materialize it. After 2015, there was a great impetus to improve the model of 
refugee reception, but that did not get translated into structural forms of collaboration 
with local and national governments. It has not been possible to make the energy of 
spontaneous organizing a collective and sustainable solution to the refugee problem, 
which is evident in the recurrence of unfavorable scenarios (Movisie, 2021).

An Overdue Arrival: After Obtaining Refugee Status 

Osmat’s story is one of continual arrival. The opportunity to study and to work as an 
intern smoothed the transition between applying for asylum and being granted res-
idency status. Others are not so lucky. Obtaining a status does not mean immediate 
15 There has been a housing shortage in the Netherlands of more than 300,000 homes. In addition, 
social housing waiting lists have 15 years in some cities. 
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or spontaneous improvement in the personal, social, and economic challenges caused 
by displacement (Ghorashi 2005; Ramsay 2017; Triadapoulos, 2011). This situation 
is, in many cases, aggravated by further administrative issues that deter refugees from 
getting on with their lives. One example of this was seen in July 2021, when the Dutch 
junior justice minister (staatssecretaris) agreed to waive some conditions that stateless 
refugees (without birth certificates or passports issued by their country of origin) had 
to meet to qualify for Dutch nationality. These conditions had affected about 28,000 
refugees who had obtained residency permits in 2007 under an amnesty, but had re-
mained in limbo since they could not provide the necessary paperwork (DutchNews.nl) 
to travel and complete the application process. Finally, 14 years later, they were able to 
obtain documents giving them the right to travel.

There are other less noticeable challenges that affect the everyday lives of refugees once 
they obtain their status. Chapter 5 of the dissertation shows the difficulties and limitations 
refugees face to successfully become part of their new society because the current recep-
tion system does not offer durable and sustainable solutions to their integration and sub-
sequent inclusion. The Dutch discourse and policy on migrants (and therefore refugees) 
asserts that participation in the labor market, education, and proficiency in the Dutch lan-
guage are the basis of the integration process (Ghorashi, 2021; Glastra, 1999). The assump-
tion is that the Dutch language and contact with native Dutch people will lead to economic 
integration and cultural and emotional inclusion (Eijberts, 2013). However, this approach 
is somewhat perplexing since research shows a more nuanced and multi-layered problem 
(Eijberts & Ghorashi, 2017; Pozzo & Nerghes, 2020). These studies show that knowing the 
language, having a university degree, or having a job in the Netherlands does not neces-
sarily mean that migrants (refugees) feel integrated (accepted or included). In the last few 
years, Dutch policies have focused on the early integration of refugees, which is expected 
to have better results. Yet, a more comprehensive approach is needed to make meaningful 
integration possible (Ghorashi, 2021). It is vital to consider the past and present experi-
ences of refugees, their journey, (Hynes, 2003) to achieve successful integration policies 
and practices. If the experiences of the refugee journey are taken into account, society and 
organizations can better work on the obstacles (visible and invisible) towards sustainable 
and meaningful forms of integration.

In many cases, the socio-economic situation of refugees never improves to optimal 
levels. Research shows that many status holders in the Netherlands are dependent on 
social benefits (De Lange et al., 2017; Bakker et al., 2017). Lengthy processes delay the 
ability of refugees to begin to work and make their new country home, causing wasted 
time, energy and opportunities (ten Holder, 2012; ACVZ, 2013; WRR, 2015). Currently, 
many civil society actors take over employment, education, and language training advice 
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activities (see Learning Crossroads for Refugee Inclusion). These organizations describe 
themselves as accelerators because they help speed up the skills development process 
(to become either an entrepreneur or employed) (OECD/European Commission, 2019), 
which would have been relatively slow under state responsibility. All in all, there are 
visible spaces for socio-economic integration, which seem to indicate an improvement 
in refugee inclusionary practices. However, refugees are often left to their own devices 
because the state and, in many cases, civil society (over-) emphasize their capacity to 
adapt and change their situation in a somewhat accelerated and independent manner. 

The sequence of iterations in the Dutch refugee reception and integration between 
2011 and 2021 show changes from almost total absence of the issues related to refugee 
reception from political and social debates in 2011 to almost a constant presence in 
2021. During the last ten years, there has been more space for multiple perspectives, 
what Belova et al. (2008) refer to as a polyphony “where heterogeneous and multiple 
voices engage in a contest for audibility and power” (p. 493), and what Mikhail Bakhtin 
defined as “a multiplicity of independent and unmerged voices and consciousnesses… 
[that] combine, but not merge, into the unity of an event” (Bakhtin 1984;208 as quoted 
in Belova et al.) The changes over those ten years show a growing number of societal 
actors becoming more visible to fill many of the gaps created by traditional actors and 
offering different perspectives and opportunities to imagine meaningful integration.

Moving the Goal Posts: Complexity, Bordering and Power

Complexity and Multi-Levels in Refugee Reception and Integration

Sigona (2018) and Yuval-Davis et al. (2019) state that in this period of globalization and 
forced migration, two processes are happening simultaneously: the proliferation of bu-
reaucratic categories and practices that seek to hold and deter forced displacement and 
the increasing precariousness of the rights and entitlements of the people displaced. These 
processes control the movement of refugees to the Global North and determine the rights 
and benefits that they can receive from state and civil society once they are there (Sigona, 
2018). As elaborated in previous sections, once refugees arrive in a safe haven they must 
wait for a relatively long period before knowing if they will be granted refugee status and 
can remain or need to leave because their asylum requests were unsuccessful (Table 3). 
This uncertainty begs the question: according to whom is a new country and its reception 
and integration model a safe haven? Was the Netherlands a safe haven for Roustayi?  The 
notion of safety is both personal and communal. There may be a certain sense of safety 
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once the physical journey has ended (Table 2, arrival). Another when the subsequent con-
ditions to apply for asylum are met and refugees can resume/start their lives. And yet an-
other if the conditions for sustainable forms of integration exist. When there is uncertainty 
about any one of these aspects, what is called a safe haven can feel quite unsafe.

Once refugees are allowed to stay, other mechanisms that deter them from being 
meaningfully integrated into their new society appear. In other words, their journey 
continues (Ghorashi et al., 2018; Kohli & Kaukko, 2018; Ramsay, 2017; Waardenburg 
et al., 2019). These mechanisms result from the entangled and multi-level nature of 
refugee reception and integration. This intricacy is primarily related to reproducing 
othering practices based on single stories (Adichie, 2009) about refugees. The perpet-
uation of a single story about refugees, ignoring all other identity components, leads 
to essentialization and categorization, which negatively impacts refugees. While es-
sentialization imprisons refugees inside a single story of refugeeness, categorization 
homogenizes narratives about them, defining them as a group that is problematic and 
weak, needing to be controlled and helped. Examples of this include seeing Syrian ref-
ugees as highly educated while others, such as Eritrean and Somalians, are not (Bakker 
et al., 2016). A stereotypical characterization of male refugees is that they are potential-
ly dangerous and can cause harm to the public (Strickland, 2016). The single story, the 
one perspective, the one voice, leads individuals and groups to incomplete, simplistic, 
and unquestioned assumptions, conclusions, and choices. This prevents societal actors 
– even those with the best of intentions – from supporting conditions for meaningful 
refugee integration that take into account a more complex and nuanced view of the 
experiences and lifeworld of the refugees.

The situation is complicated by the multiplicity of stakeholders and elements converging 
at once. These elements are connected to the power of the discourses that reproduce single 
stories, along with the lack of competency of governmental and, in many cases, civil society 
actors to engage with existing resources. Good ideas with the potential to address refugee 
reception and integration often remain unrealized to all those factors. Additionally, since 
2015, refugee advocates16 have had a strong presence in the field, yet their lived experiences 
have not been appropriately included (Badran & Mustafa, 2019; Ponzoni et al.,2020). 

Understanding the complexity of refugee reception and the conditions for meaning-
ful integration that connect to the experience and expectations of refugees, requires 
a multilevel approach: a perspective that considers the three levels that form society; 
micro, mezzo, and macro (Bruhn and Rebach 2007). The differentiation between these 
levels is essential to understand the types of interactions, behaviors, and connections 
between them. Observing the micro-level would reveal detailed and nuanced interac-
16 Refugee-led advocacy is the influencing of policy or public opinion by people with a refugee 
background who are also part of relevant refugee networks (Ponzoni, Ghorashi, and Badran, 2020).
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tions between individuals, their behavior, perceptions, confrontations, and everyday 
actions. Yet, while a micro-level perspective would give room for a more detailed un-
derstanding of social phenomena, it may fail to consider broader social dynamics that 
affect such issues altogether. This is why a mezzo level analysis allows studying specific 
societal actors, such as groups, communities, movements, and organizations. This per-
spective observes the connections and dynamics between individuals in a group and 
how they affect them. The macro-level approach examines society as a unit. It follows 
the broad systems, institutions and patterns that shape a given society. This level con-
siders social, economic and political dynamics.

Table 4. Social domains, specific levels in refugee reception and integration

Level Domain Level to refugee reception and 
integration

Macro (large 
systems)

The political-administrative 
environment: including national 
systems, regulations, and cultures.

Society, Europe, the Netherlands, 
central and local governments.

Mezzo (medium 
systems)

Groups: including teams, units, and 
organizations

Civil society organizations; 
organizational ecosystem

Micro (small 
systems)

Individuals and individual-level 
interactions of various kinds: 
including, intentions, feelings, 
and beliefs.

Refugees, engaged individuals, 
members of civil society and 
governmental organizations.

Multilevel perspectives are essential to understanding the interactions, behaviors 
and connections between various actors in society and their contexts. Yet, to further 
comprehend these dynamics within the different levels, many aspects need to be taken 
into consideration. Refugee reception and integration is a wicked problem (Head & Al-
ford, 2015).  For Head and Alford wicked problems have no definitive formulation, are 
unique, and can be considered the symptom or consequence of another problem. Dif-
ferent actors influencing or affected by the wicked problem have different assumptions 
about its causes and possible solutions. These solutions are judged by societal actors 
based on their personal or group interests and set of values (Head & Alford, 2015). 

It is vital to integrate the perspectives of multiple societal actors to understand the 
wickedness of the refugee reception and integration. This multi-perspective can facili-
tate the understanding of the impact of actions and practices taken by various actors 
that keep refugees from becoming meaningfully integrated. This would allow for the 
fluidity required to ameliorate this problem.
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Bordering: the Thread Between Reception and Integration

The concept of bordering provides an innovative angle to unpack the complex and 
multi-level process of inclusion and exclusion of refugees and their struggles for 
meaningful integration in the Netherlands (Brambilla et al., 2015; Cassidy et al., 2018; 
Van Houtum et al., 2005; Yuval-Davis et al., 2019). Bordering looks at geographical 
and socio-spatial levels that include everyday practices, institutional practices, pro-
cesses, and symbols (Kolossov & Scott, 2013) that deliberately or involuntarily trig-
ger spatial and social mechanisms of differentiation (Van Houtum &  Naerssen, 2002; 
Newman, 2011; Scott, 2011). In addition, bordering allows for a broader critique of 
the more static notions of borders and places and provides nuanced possibilities for 
problematizing and understanding journeys and spaces.

Bordering practices are intrinsically connected with the social processes of ordering 
and othering. Ordering refers to the way society works together to maintain the status 
quo, via formal procedures and bureaucracies. Othering manifests as a method of disap-
proval or judgment that negatively defines the other (Van Houtum et al., 2005). Ordering 
and othering are present in the many levels and procedures that control refugee mobility 
by official authorities and everyday practices (Jones and Johnson 2016; Yuval-Davis et al., 
2019; Cassidy et al., 2018). Bordering reveals the individual, organizational, and govern-
mental aspects that strengthen ordering and othering practices (Reid et al., 2013, p. 5). 
Van Houtum et al. (2005) use refugee camps and asylum seeker centers as an example 
of refugee-bordering showing the constraint of the global landscape. These places repre-
sent how transit or destination countries develop a “distance and praxis of indifference” 
(p. 131). Refugee camps and asylum seeker centers are on the fringes of a continent, a 
country, or a city (i.e., Moria camp in Greece, Christmas Island in Australia, the AZC in 
Almere). They are at the boundaries of society. Refugee camps and asylum seeker centers 
are a “gathering of the powerless, the marginalized and politically contested, architectur-
ally symbolized by the inhabitance of out of use places, buildings and tents” (Van Houtum 
et al.; p131). These spaces bring about what Hyndman argues are ‘the non-communi-
ties of the excluded’ (Hydman 2000, as quoted in Van Houtum et al., 2005). This refugee 
bordering practice, based on a system that fails to provide long term, wide-ranging and 
sustainable solutions to the ever-increasing phenomena of forced migration, was the very 
cause of the 2015-2016 asylum system crisis (Betts & Collier 2018)

Once refugees obtain the status to remain in their destination country, they are still ordered 
and othered by society through categorization. Moncrieffe (2007) argues that these two faces 
of bordering relate to the” subjective perceptions of how people fit into different spaces in the 
social order and the terms on which society should engage with them in varying contexts and 



42

C
H

A
P

T
E

R
 O

N
E

at different points in time” (p.1). Categorization practices and their recurrence become visi-
ble when refugees are generally defined and represented as a category problem (Ghorashi, 
2005). In this category, refugees are not ordinary individuals but rather an “anomaly requir-
ing specialized correctives and therapeutic interactions” (Malkki, 1992, pp 33). Authorities 
and society generally portray them as passive, indifferent, and dangerous victims (Ghorashi, 
2005; Ghorashi, 2010; Harrell-Bond, 1999; Malkki, 1992; Summerfield, 1999). 

More concretely, the majority of refugees remain at the margins of society. Not just in 
the Netherlands, but in nearly every EU country, refugees who have obtained their sta-
tus struggle to find a good job. According to the OECD (2016); “On average, it takes ref-
ugees up to 20 years to have a similar employment rate as the native-born. Only one in 
four refugees is employed in the first five years after arrival. This number is the lowest 
of all migrant groups.” (p. 6). Once they find a job, refugees in Europe are most often in 
lowly paid sectors. The majority (57% of working refugees) works in the manufactur-
ing industry, health and social work, wholesale, retail, and auto repair, and hospitality 
and food service. They were less likely to work in education, professional services and 
public administration than native-born (OECD, working paper 2016). Something sim-
ilar happens in the Netherlands. On average, it takes ten years after obtaining a status 
for one of every three refugees between 18 and 64 years of age to have a paid job for 
more than 30 hours per week (Knappert et al., 2019).

From reception to integration, refugees remain entangled in bordering practices daily. 
In other words, the significance of borders (can) change per stage in the journey (Table 
2), yet it remains entwined with refugees. As Cassidy et al. state, “Borderings have, there-
fore, come to be seen not only as spatially diffused and differentiated but also inscribed 
upon and carried in the bodies of those who move among us” (174). In other words, 
bordering happens at any given moment and constantly challenges individuals in their 
day-to-day life through different practices that create exclusion and limit inclusion (Bal-
ibar, 2002; Mezzadra & Neilson, 2012; Cassidy et al. 2018; Massey, 2005). Cassidy et al. 
(2018) claim that biographies of borders can bring the perspectives of the different social 
actors: the outsider who comes inside the borders, those constructing the borders, and 
those who help the outsider to cross the borders despite deterring mechanisms. 

Bordering as an overarching concept provides a lens to understand the complex and  
multi-level process of refugee reception and integration and the struggles for meaningful 
integration in Dutch society (Brambilla et al., 2015; Cassidy et al., 2018; Van Houtum et al., 
2005; Yuval-Davis et al., 2019). Furthermore, bordering is present in visible and invisible 
practices that coexist through interdependent dynamics at micro, mezzo and macro so-
cietal levels. They deter refugees and play a role in the discursive and collaborative shifts 
between social actors and their potential to improve the situation of refugees.
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The Different Approaches to Power

Bordering and the struggles of different societal actors in inclusionary and exclusion-
ary processes are part of power relations. However, different theoretical assumptions 
enrich the understanding of these relations in the academic literature (Hardy & Lei-
ba-O’Sullivan, 1998; Clegg et al., 2006; Avelino, 2021). To understand the different ways 
in which power is at play, I refer to Lukes’s (1974) three dimensions of power. The first 
dimension accentuates decision-making in relation to issues concerning visible conflict 
of interests (Lukes 1974:15). Consequently, the most significant actors in society are 
those who prevail in most of the struggles (Dahl in Lukes 1974:12–13). The second 
dimension refers to Bachrach and Baratz’s (1962) work and distinguishes how deci-
sion-taken is avoided when they have to do with issues involving a clear conflict of in-
terest (Wilson & Thompson 2001). For Bachrach and Baratz (1962) the problems that 
are absent from the political and decision-making agendas can be as relevant as those 
that are present. The third dimension is about hegemony, in this form of power the 
status quo, the existing state of affairs, is unquestioned and assumed as true (taken for 
granted). There is a fourth dimension of power beyond Luke’s third dimension, discur-
sive power (Hardy & Leiba- O’Sullivan, 1998; Clegg et al., 2006; Fleming & Spicer, 2014). 
While hegemonic power (Lukes’s third dimension) assumes there is domination by cer-
tain groups, with main and subordinated groups, for the discursive approach to power 
all individuals are normalized in their actions by the power of dominant discourses no 
matter their position in society (see also Ghorashi & Sabelis 2013). Foucauldian power 
arises from both a specific space and different sources simultaneously (Foucault, 1975; 
Ghorashi & Sabelis, 2013; Lilja & Vinthagen, 2014). For Foucault (1975), power is not 
an external source shaping the actions of individuals and their social connections (see 
Gramsci). In other words, power is omnipresent in society and is part of all the actions 
and practices without a specific origin. As is true with the concept of bordering, Fou-
cauldian power can be related to debates about materiality and immateriality of plac-
es, spaces, and journeys. According to Foucault, power and discourse are intertwined. 
Discursive power is formed by ideas, dispositions, systems of belief, understandings, 
and actions, which are present in the structures of dominance and the normalization 
of the ideas and practices. Normalization entails that those perceptions, understand-
ing, notions, and actions are taken for granted, as a given, without being challenged, 
questioned, or re-imagined. Foucauldian power illuminates how multiple actors op-
erate through the complexity, multi-levels, and layers of a given space because it con-
siders individual actions and perceptions. It departs from relatively small and unper-
ceived events, carried out by actors primarily marginalized by the traditional debates 
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(Koopman, 2011) and offers opportunities to develop new strategies to challenge and 
transform bordering practices (Hyndman, 2004). From a discursive power perspective, 
individuals and their everyday actions can challenge and contest the preponderance of 
certain groups, activities, as well as macro-and micro-level geopolitical dynamics pres-
ent in bordering practices (Cassidy et al., 2018; Zanoni & Janssens, 2007).

Methodology and Chapter Overview

Methodology and Methods

To capture the complexity of refugee reception and integration in the Netherlands, I zoomed 
in on the different phases of the refugee journey in the Netherlands. I carried out five empir-
ical studies between 2011 and 2021, practicing qualitative research methodology (Yanow 
& Schwartz-Shea, 2015; Mason, 2002) using interviews, observations, and document anal-
ysis. Qualitative research aims to provide a deep understanding of society by observing 
and analyzing the material and social situations of individuals through their experiences, 
views, and stories (Mason, 2002; Ritchie & Lewis, 2014). Qualitative research allows the ex-
ploration of everyday life, understandings, experiences, the workings of relationships and 
organizations, and the attribution of meaning and significance generated as a result. This 
methodology allowed me to observe and understand the everyday actions, routines, and 
challenges of my respondents (Koopman, 2011) and to elucidate the (im)possibilities and 
transformative practices that potentially lead to change (Hyndman, 2004).

Qualitative methodology helped me understand how things operated in a given con-
text. In other words, what happened in a specific place and time (Mason, 2002). The 
main characteristic of this methodology is that it is grounded in an interpretive philo-
sophical position concerned with the interpretation, understanding, experiences, pro-
duction, and construction of the social world. These elements contribute to understand-
ing the complexity of the social world and its multi-level and multi-layered conditions. It 
is based on methods to analyze, explain, and build an argument related to understanding 
the intricacy, detail, and settings generated data (Mason, 2002). It is of particular im-
portance to my research trajectory due to its length: ten years from 2011 to 2021. This 
makes the changes and nuances of the refugee reception context and debates particular-
ly essential, especially since a before-and-after asylum system crisis marks this period.

I gave a central role to semi-structured and unstructured interviews, participant 
observations, and document analysis during my empirical research. I also used focus 
groups/co-creation meetings for one of the projects.
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Interviews allowed me to talk to the respondents and understand the nuances and var-
iations in how they described their worlds. More concretely, I used semi-structured and 
unstructured interviews. Semi-structured interviews suited this research as they offered a 
stress-free and personalized approach to each respondent, providing necessary flexibility. 
A clear example is when I interviewed a respondent while she was walking her dog or when 
I offered to take one respondent for a drink (because he was under stress at home, yet she 
wanted to engage in the interview). Using the flexibility of semi-structured interviews, I 
could facilitate a situation where the respondent could relax and be as open as possible 
about the topics addressed (Ritchie & Lewis, 2014:141). As part of this interview technique, 
the interviewer follows a guide where a list of issues to be addressed is present (Mason 
2002). This guide serves as a map in all interviews as the interviewer searches for answers 
regarding the same problems. The researcher is the one guiding the conversation. At the 
same time, they remain open to following any deviation from the guide that they might 
feel is essential for the research, where discussions may diverge from the topic. I also used 
unstructured interviews, which are beneficial to adapt to the dynamics of the respondents. 
This type of interview is an informal conversation that might take place in the field where 
the respondent is. In many cases, this type of interview functions alongside participant ob-
servation. Due to the spontaneity of this method, no interview guide or recording takes 
place. And because of the nature of the organizations to be studied, this interview technique 
is quite beneficial as respondents could agree to meet while doing their job, which does not 
allow for quiet moments to sit and talk. This method is valuable as a plan B if semi-struc-
tured and informal interviews are not possible. Examples of these situations are speaking 
to the respondents only when they were carrying their work, walking their dogs, or walking 
from one building to another. There was not much time available in these situations, yet the 
opportunities to obtain information were there, albeit in a constrained manner. Both types 
of interviews were valuable to my research and allowed me to be flexible and make room 
for as many respondents as possible (Mason, 2002: 69-71). 

The observations allowed me to gather relevant information to complement the data 
collected in the interviews. With observations, I could understand the “totality” of the 
phenomena I wanted to observe as much as possible. The main advantage of observa-
tions, and being in the field, is the access to different dynamics in the place where they 
happen, allowing other research methods (such as interviews or document analysis) to 
be incorporated if they are necessary and logistically possible (Mason, 2002: 84-102). 
Being in situ provided the opportunities to see and observe different aspects of the re-
spondents: their attitudes, working routines and interactions with other individuals. Ob-
servations created a broader scope and raised awareness of elements that could not have 
been related to the research before being seen in context. Observations provided relevant 
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information to deepen some of the interview topics (Okely, 2007). Okely elaborates that 
the encounter between the observer and the observed, generated through observation, 
is verbal or rational and a dynamic and sensorial process that can be conscious and un-
conscious. These encounters can provide insights and connections with the concerns, 
feelings, and experiences of individuals in the field. Observations allowed me to witness 
a festival inside an asylum seeker center, cook with refugees, play with refugee children, 
and drink coffee with their mothers. Observing also has taken me to the European Com-
mission and a mask factory in an industrial state on the outskirts of Arnhem. 

Document analysis meant studying the social media and other publications (public 
and confidential documents) to gather information to contextualize the research I was 
carrying and the date I was collecting. In other words, the method helped me to situ-
ate my work better and complement the findings derived from the interviews and the 
observations (Bryman, 2012). I understood and interpreted the research situation bet-
ter by putting the results from the observations and the interviews alongside the data 
derived from the document analysis. Furthermore, documents provided organizational 
information that otherwise would not be possible (Bowen, 2009). 

For one of my empirical chapters (4), I also collected data from focus groups (group dis-
cussions) (Liamputtong, 2011) during two meetings organized by the Refugee Academy17  
(RA) and Institute of Societal Resilience, moderated either by senior colleagues or myself. 
At the same time, other colleagues (with the participants’ authorization) took notes. In 
these meetings, I drew upon the different social actors represented (governmental organ-
izations, civil society, volunteers, and refugees) to understand their attitudes, feelings, ex-
periences, and reactions (Liamputtong, 2011) while trying to moderate a constructive di-
alogue between them. Collecting data through this method gave me access to information 
that would not have been obtained using observations, interviews, or document analysis. 

The following table presents how each method was used in relation to the com-
plexity multi-level and multi-layered refugee reception in the Netherlands.

Before collecting the data and analyzing it, I made the central concepts operational; 
meaningful integration, refugee journey, bordering and power. Secondly, I choose vari-
ables that better characterized each of the concepts and lastly, I listed possible themes 
within the variables that I used for my interviews (what to address), as lenses for my 
observations (what to look for) and to carry my document analysis. Once the data was 
collected, it was thematically coded and analyzed using the theoretical framework18. 

My access to the field and the different projects studied for the dissertation were possi-
ble due to my activities and network with the Refugee Academy (RA), which is an exper-

17 Refugee Academy - Institute for Societal Resilience Institute for Societal Resilience (resilience-institute.nl) 
18 In each chapter there is a section in which I specify my methods. They are all in line with my overall 
methodological perspective.
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tise laboratory, part of the Institute for Societal Resilience in the Faculty of Social Sciences 
at VU Amsterdam. The aim of RA is bringing different forms of knowledge (academic, 
professional and personal) on the issue of refugees with the argument that co-creation of 
these forms of knowledge is essential to enable inclusive policy and research.  RA organ-
izes regular (face-to-face and online) meetings that bring together practitioners, policy-
makers, researchers, and engaged individuals (with and without a refugee background) 
to discuss and reflect on different themes connected to the reception, integration and in-
clusion of refugees in the Netherlands. During my Ph.D. trajectory, I organized, moderat-
ed, or collaborated in a number of these meetings. I contributed to the work of other team 
members and their research projects and vice versa. RA kept me up to date with broader 
debates in the field, most concretely, projects aiming at bringing other voices to the de-
bates, inventorying and understanding the work of social initiatives, and the role of the 
refugees in issues directly related to their integration and inclusion (Refugee Advocacy).

Table 5. Social Domains, Levels in Refugee Reception and Integration, and Methods Used

Never Waste a Good Crisis: The COVID-19 Situation

After months of preparation in 2019, Refugee Company allowed me to conduct re-
search in their restaurant in Amsterdam, where they ran the Re-Start Program. This 
program is part of a learn and work trajectory in which refugees can gain work expe-
rience and meet possible trainers and employers. It also offers language lessons, em-
ployment, and further education support (Refugee Company, 2021).19 In my research, 
19  For more information about Refugee Company please check Chapter 6. 

Level Domain Level of refugee 
reception and inclusion Methods

Macro (large 
systems)

The political-administrative 
environment: including 
national systems, 
regulation, and cultures.

Society, Europe, the 
Netherlands, central and 
local governments.

observations
document 
analysis

Mezzo (medium 
systems)

Groups: including teams, 
units, and organizations

Civil society 
organizations; 
organizational ecosystem

interviews
observations
group discussions
document 
analysis

Micro (small 
systems)

Individuals and individual-
level interactions of various 
kinds, including: intentions, 
feelings, and beliefs.

Individuals: asylum 
seekers, refugees, 
engaged individual, and 
members of civil society 
and governmental 
organizations.

interviews
observations
document 
analysis
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I wanted to explore the challenges and opportunities they faced as a social enterprise 
to pursue its social mission (refugee social-economic integration) and satisfy the de-
mands of its many stakeholders. Equally important was to capture the perspectives 
of those within this initiative, particularly the team around the Re-Start program and 
the refugees in question. In January 2020, I started to work once per week from their 
office. I could solely focus on Refugee Company and their work by being on-site. By 
early March, I had organized a few interviews. In fact, on Friday, March 13, the day af-
ter the first press conference by Mark Rutte,20 I had to cancel the first two interviews. 
At that stage, like many others, I thought that the lockdown measures would last only 
a few days, so we rescheduled for early April. However, when it was clear that the 
measures would be in place for long, the restaurant, like the rest of the hospitality 
industry, was confronted with the probability of its closure. Above all, the very basis 
of the organization I wanted to study was threatened. By the end of March 2020, I 
realized that the data collection for the last empirical paper of my dissertation would 
not happen and that I had, somehow, lost between six to nine months of preparation. 
Like the rest of society and the world, I withdrew from my taken-for-granted routine 
and focused on my well-being and those around me (especially those who were on 
the other side of the world, like my family in Uruguay).

All was not lost. In an incredible turn of fate and in line with the very nature of 
social entrepreneurship and social entrepreneurs, in late March 2020, Refugee Com-
pany became an active part of the Dutch COVID-19 crisis response. It embarked on 
PPE21 production and linked this venture with its social mission. One month after the 
first lockdown had started, Refugee Company announced the beginning of operations 
for running a medical mask factory in Arnhem through a new subsidiary, de Mond-
maskerfabriek (MMFactory), where it would also carry its Re-Start Program (the 
same program that they have in the restaurant but adjusted to the factory). In other 
words, in their new venture, Refugee Company had brought together the questions I 
had explored in my previous chapters: refugee reception and integration (Chapters 
2 and 5) and the role of societal actors during crisis (Chapters 3 and 4). I brought 
both together in my last empirical paper, something I had never imagined before the 
pandemic.  Between the easing of the lockdown (early June) and the beginning of the 
second wave (14th October, 2020) I was able to conduct all my interviews.22 Despite 
the many challenges in 2020, during that four-month window, I managed to collect 
the data for my last empirical paper, Chapter 6 of this dissertation, as well as contrib-

20 New measures to stop spread of coronavirus in the Netherlands | News item | Government.nl, 
https://www.government.nl/latest/news/2020/03/12/new-measures-to-stop-spread-of-coronavirus-in-
the-netherlands
21 Personal Protective Equipment
22 Please check Table 8 in Chapter 6; 2020 Government measures addressing COVID-19 in the Netherlands
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ute to debates concerning the production of PPE and facemasks.23, 24

Chapter Overview: “The Refugee Journey” as the Central Axis of the Dissertation 

This dissertation is a collection of four published papers and one unpublished paper. It 
includes three peer-reviewed journal articles, a peer-reviewed book chapter, and a chap-
ter in preparation to be submitted to a peer-reviewed journal. In the upcoming empirical 
chapters, I will show (unpack) the last stage of the refugee journey (Table 1) and the dif-
ferent stages leading to integration in the Netherlands. The empirical chapters are also a 
journey. This journey starts with refugees living in the AZC as asylum seekers (Table 3). It 
then goes through their arrivals amidst the asylum system crisis. The journey ends when 
refugees have obtained their (refugee) status (Table 3) and have opportunities to partici-
pate in policy-advice level and socio-economic integration trajectories, what I see as inte-
gration opportunities. While Chapters 2, 3 and 4 emphasize the organizational dynamics 
between civil society, government, and volunteers, Chapters 5 and 6 give more space to 
refugee perspectives. In Chapter 7, the vital refugee perspective takes center stage.

My dissertation is structured as follows. Chapter 2 explores the narratives of the vol-
unteers working inside Dutch asylum seeker centers (AZCs) in 2011-2012. The objective 
of the study was to investigate the challenges and coping strategies of the volunteers. 
These individuals face contradictory processes: engaged in improving the condition of 
asylum seekers in the context of growing anti-migrant/anti-refugee sentiment in the 
Netherlands, the dominant exclusionary discourse, and the difficult material conditions 
in AZCs. The analysis of these accounts shows that despite conflicting emotions, a specific 
form of agency (through the combination of ideological convictions and pragmatic strate-
gies of change) enabled these individuals to remain positive and carry on with their work.

Chapter 3 seeks to expand knowledge about spontaneous volunteering in Amsterdam 
during the European refugee system crisis in the winter of 2015-16. While formal insti-
tutions relied on a top-down command and control approach, they could not deal with 
the relatively large number of refugees who arrived in a short period. Simultaneously, 
many grassroots social movements based on bottom-up participation emerged. The vol-
unteers in these initiatives were not only politically engaged, protesting against the strict 
refugee reception policy, but they also became involved in the crisis response, showing a 
great deal of flexibility. Although the social movements struggled with their organization-

23 Boersma, K., & Larruina, R. (2021). Restoring the medical supply chain from below. The role of social 
entrepreneurship in the production of face masks during the COVID-19 crisis. In A. Adrot, R. Grace, K. 
Moore, & C. W. Zobel (Eds.), ISCRAM 2021 - Proceedings: 18th International Conference on Information 
Systems for Crisis Response and Management (pp. 260-269).
24 Boersma, FK., Kyratsis, I., de Vries, M., Clark, N. E., Rollo, A., Falagara Sigala, I., Alani, H., Larruina, R., & 
Berg, R. (2020). D1.1 – Recommendations for governance and policies in the n-COV-2019 response. EU.
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al structures, they could adapt their missions and structures to changing circumstances. 
This article advocates for formal response organizations to dismantle their static, top-
down approach and social movements to find a balance between participation and pro-
fessionalism—both important to achieving a resilience-based response to future refugee 
influxes. If institutionalized refugee response organizations adapt to the dynamics of lo-
cal conditions, they could create the conditions for resilient solutions in the crisis context.

Chapter 4 furthers the findings from the previous chapters, exploring the ways Dutch 
organizations working with refugee reception and integration experienced the asylum 
system crisis of 2015-2016. Besides civil society and governmental organizations, the 
period also saw individuals forming emergent or sporadic organizations. This chapter 
addresses the experiences of civil society (emergent and established organizations) 
and governmental organizations during the 2015-2016 asylum system crisis. It further 
explores whether their cooperation helped bring about a more fundamental change in 
the Dutch refugee reception. I situated those experiences in the literature concerning 
crisis governance, participatory spaces, and refugee reception governance in order to 
analyze them. Finally, I investigate the views and experiences of individuals from select-
ed organizations that played an active role during the crisis. This explorative research 
shows circumstantial and inter-organizational elements that enhanced and hampered 
interactions between emergent and established civil society organizations and their 
official counterparts. The main argument put forth in this chapter is that shared activ-
ities during the crisis may have created possibilities for durable forms of collaboration 
and civil society groups in a debate dominated mainly by governmental organizations.

Chapter 525 discusses the intentions, expectations, and conditions for creating in-
clusion in policy-making advice at the EU level. The findings are based on a qualitative 
study of the European Migrant Advisory Board (EMAB) initiative and engage with theo-
retical and methodological notions such as power, tokenism, deep democracy, co-crea-
tion, and reflexivity. It challenges the limited approaches of inclusion of refugee’ voices, 
such as required representativeness. It argues for the necessity of multilevel reflexivity 
to enable the genuine inclusion of different perspectives and voices. Reducing refugee 
views into a homogenous category of representation fails because of the heterogeneous 
reality of the group and, thus, the impossibility to represent such a group. The added 
value of refugee experiences and perspectives is based on the capacity to break the 
dominant normalized mindset and practice in the policy, which is often disconnected 
from the lived experiences of the target groups for which the policy is made.

25  While my overall research question in dissertation is about refugee integration in the Netherlands, 
Chapter 5 uses data collected from interactions with the European Migrant Advisory Board (EMAB). This 
project was relevant because it included the perspectives and experiences of refugees in shaping policies 
that result in long-term integration. The municipality of Amsterdam was crucial in its conception and 
implementation, coordinating it and recruiting refugee advocates to represent the Netherlands.
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Chapter 6 focuses on the refugee perspectives and experiences by exploring how they 
perceive and experience a work integration trajectory in a social enterprise (SE), specif-
ically a PPE factory. This chapter discusses the connection between the asylum system 
crisis and the emergence of social initiatives that are currently SEs, the relationship be-
tween SEs and hybridity, and the social mission of refugee integration in the Netherlands. 
This particular SE supplies masks to the Dutch government, which guarantees the SE’s 
financial sustainability as it pursues its social mission. The results show that the initiative 
adapted to the COVID-19 pandemic. It was both the impetus for creating the factory and a 
constraint on its social mission. The analysis of the refugee accounts shows that they ex-
perience the factory as an interspace, in which they can stop and reflect on their past and 
present situation. However, there was a paradox of creativity during the pandemic. The 
factory’s hybridity enabled it to create an innovative initiative with an inclusive approach 
in mind. Due to the pandemic, however, the ambitions were limited by infection-preven-
tion measures and the limits on the participation of stakeholders. All in all, this SE pro-
vided an environment where refugees could experience interspace and take advantage 
of the opportunities only present in initiatives dedicated explicitly to their integration.

In Chapter 7, I discuss my main findings and answer the research question. I elaborate 
on the theoretical contributions of this dissertation concerning existing bodies of literature 
such as refugee, agency, bordering and power, the refugee journey, and co-creation. Subse-
quently, I discuss the implications of the findings for practice and reflect on the methodolo-
gy used to collect data. I close this chapter by indicating paths for future research.

Chapter Background

The chapters in this dissertation were presented at different academic conferences and colloquia 
before being submitted for publication (Chapters 2 to 5) or being ready for submission (Chapter 6).

Chapter 2

Published as Larruina, R. L., & Ghorashi, H. (2016). The Normality and Materiality of the 
Dominant Discourse: Voluntary Work Inside a Dutch Asylum Seeker Center. Journal of 
Immigrant & Refugee Studies, 14(2), 220–237.
https://doi.org/10.1080/15562948.2015.1131877

Presented at the Seminar What Buildings Do? The Effect of the Physi-
cal Environment in Reception Centres for Asylum Seekers. October 2013, VU 
Amsterdam, The Netherlands.
Chapter 3
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Published as: Boersma, K., Kraiukhina, A, Larruina R, Lehota Z, Nury E.O. A Port in a 
Storm: Spontaneous Volunteering and Grassroots Movements in Amsterdam. A Resil-
ient Approach to the (European) Refugee Crisis. Social Policy and Administration. 2019; 
1–15. https://doi.org/10.1111/spol.12407

Presented at Cambridge Judge Business School workshop “Knowing and Learning in 
Global Crises” organized by Corinna Frey and Michael Barrett. July, 2017.

Presented at the workshop “Do-It-Yourself Governance” organized by Prof. Freek Co-
lombijn. December 2017, VU Amsterdam.

Chapter 4

The original article is part of the Social Inclusion special issue The European Refu-
gee Controversy: Civil Solidarity, Cultural Imaginaries and Political Change, edited by 
Gert Verschraegen and Robin Vandevoordt.

Presented at the fourth Northern European Conference on Emergency and Disasters 
Management Studies (NEEDS), June 2019, Upsala, Sweden.

Presented at the Fifth International Humanitarian Studies Association Conference, 
August 2018, The Hague, the Netherlands.

Presented at the Third Northern European Conference on Emergency and Disasters 
Management Studies (NEEDS), March 2018, Amsterdam, the Netherlands.

Chapter 5

The chapter was originally published in E. M. Gozdziak, I. Main, & B. Sutter (Eds.), Europe 
and the Refugee Response: A Crisis of Values? (pp. 128-148). (Routledge studies in develop-
ment, mobilities and migration). This publication was part of the NOVAMIGRA26 project.

Presented at: the Canadian Association for Refugee and Forced Migration Studies 
(CARFMS) bi-annual conference. May 2019, York University, Toronto. Canada.

Initial findings presented as a research report to the Municipality of Amsterdam (co-
ordinator of the project); January-June 2018. September 2018. 

Chapter 6

Presented and discussed in the research group Identity, Diversity and Inclusion (IDI), Depart-
ment of Sociology, Faculty of Social Sciences. October 2021, VU Amsterdam, the Netherlands.

26  NoVaMigra; Norms and Values in the European Migration and Refuge Crisis.
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The Normality and Materiality of the Dominant Discourse: 
Voluntary Work inside a Dutch Asylum Seeker Center1,2

Introduction

Influential social scientists such as Zygmunt Bauman (2000) have defined our era as one of 
liquid modernity. Bauman argues that in this period, the solid base of security has been re-
placed by the mobility of ideas, people, and resources. That said, the rate of mobility is cer-
tainly connected to structures of inequality, providing some with more space to be mobile 
than others. The emergence of fortress Europe (with emphasis on protecting the borders) 
has been referred to as a new kind of gated community designed to keep out migrants and 
refugees (Van Houtum & Pijpers, 2007). In a number of European countries, the asylum 
seeker center is a gated community within a larger gated community, providing a some-
what reversed expectation of security. Such centers do not provide safety for those inside, 
but keep societies “safe” from the intrusion of these asylum seekers. Diken (2004, p. 1) re-
fers to these centers as “non-places,” “in which they [asylum seekers] lead a life in a perma-
nent state of exception and [in] detention centers into which they are forced without trial.”

This chapter focuses on the narratives of volunteers working within the asylum seeker 
centers (AZCs) in the Netherlands. These volunteers are members of the volunteer or-
ganization Vrolijkheid (Happiness), which initiates activities inside more than 20 AZCs. 
Vrolijkheid’s members have different professional and ethnic backgrounds and organize 
activities primarily aimed at children and teenagers in the AZCs. According to its website: 
“The Happiness provides attention and ensures activities for children who are stuck in 
the no-man’s land of asylum-seeking procedures. The resilience of children inspires us. 
We need to invest in that and dare others to do so as well.” (De Vrolijkheid, n.d., para. 4).

There has been much research on conditions of asylum seekers in general and the liv-
ing conditions of asylum seekers in AZCs in particular (e.g., Dupontet al., 2005; Ghorashi, 
2005; Geuijen, 2003; Kohlman, 2003; Van Dijk et al., 2001). In addition, much attention 
has been given to the professionals who work with trauma survivors, along with some 

1 This chapter was based on my master’s thesis. My co-author Halleh Ghorashi, who was then my thesis 
adviser and is now one of my Ph.D. supervisors, proposed the general scientific and social perspective. I 
formulated the research question, described how it fits the current scientific literature, and outlined its 
potential social impact. Furthermore, I carried out the interviews, observations, documents, and data 
analysis. I wrote the first draft of the article. My supervisor provided several rounds of feedback to develop 
the text into a chapter. Additionally, I helped to revise the article based on the comments of the different 
rounds of reviews by the journal.
2  Published as: Robert Larruina & Halleh Ghorashi (2016) The Normality and Materiality of the   
Dominant Discourse: Voluntary Work Inside a Dutch Asylum Seeker Center, Journal of Immigrant & 
Refugee Studies, 14:2, 220-237, DOI: 10.1080/15562948.2015.1131877  
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for the staff working in more practical and supportive roles (Guhan & Liebling-Kalifani, 
2011, p. 206). In the Netherlands, Geuijen (1998) provided insights into the challeng-
es faced by AZC staff dealing with asylum seekers on a daily basis. Yet, there is little 
research on the specific challenges and narratives of the members of volunteer orga-
nizations. In addition, the particularity of Vrolijkheid is that their role is not advocacy 
oriented or providing juridical support during the asylum procedure, but mainly bring-
ing contentment to residents of the centers. This makes their work different from that 
of other organizations involved in AZCs. By analyzing the narratives of these volunteers 
within the Dutch discursive context, I hope to increase knowledge of this domain. The 
objective of this research was to explore the challenges these volunteers face in their 
mission of providing joyful and positive activities to the AZCs while positioned within 
demanding discursive and material structures. By exploring the dilemmas and strat-
egies the volunteers face by dealing with contradictory processes, this chapter aims 
to provide theoretical and practical reflections on the possibilities and limitations of 
agency in relation to discursive power. Approaching the process of discursive position-
ing/coping of the members of this particular organization inside and outside the AZCs 
provides a new angle in asylum seeker studies. It also shows the particular role of vol-
unteer organizations partaking in the debate on asylum seekers and refugees. Yet, the 
findings can have wider implications for re-evaluating the possibilities of agency within 
seemingly impossible discursive structures. It provides insights into the importance of 
certain types of coping strategies for people working and volunteering in contested and 
controversial societal arenas. It also enables alternative ways of imagining the site of 
change—not as something grandiose or structure oriented but as small actions having 
great implications for the well-being of individuals. The following section elaborates 
the theoretical concepts and discussion central to the research: How do the volunteers 
of Vrolijkheid engage with the contradictory processes they are facing in their work 
within the Dutch AZCs?

Power of Discourse and Agency

Foucault developed the notion of discourse as a structure composed of ideas, dispositions, 
conducts, systems of beliefs, and practices. For Foucault (1977, 1980) power is not an ex-
ternal agent shaping individual actions and social connections. The reflections on pow-
er and its influences do not follow a top-down structure but work rather in a rhizomatic 
manner (Ghorashi & Wels, 2009). A rhizome has neither direction nor a single source: 
a rhizome is a “botanical term for a root system that spreads across the ground (as in 
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bamboo) rather than downwards, and grows from several points rather than a single tap 
root” (Ashcroft et al., 2000, p. 207). This view refers to power as something omnipresent 
in society and incorporated into the everyday lives and actions of individuals. In this way, 
Foucauldian or discursive power does not refer to the domination over one group by an-
other but to structures of dominance, normalizing the actions of all individuals who are 
positioned within a certain discursive space (Ghorashi & Sabelis, 2013). This means that 
disciplinary power incorporates ideas and actions that are taken for granted in daily prac-
tices, implying the acquisition and internalization of specific standards, customs, and rules 
that over time might appear normal and unquestioned by the institutionalized individual.

In addition to the invisible work of power through normalization, Foucauldian power 
has a visible face that confronts individuals with different forms of observable control 
and enforcement, as, for example, in prisons or mental hospitals. Yet, for exploring this 
visible, or material, aspect of discursive power, I found the concept of the total insti-
tution by Erving Goffman (2007) to be particularly useful. Hacking summarizes the 
complementary aspect of the work of Foucault and Goffman when he writes that Fou-
cault’s work is “directed at entire ‘systems of thought’” (Hacking 2004, p. 277), while 
Goffman’s work is “concerned with individuals in specific locations entering into or de-
clining social relations with other people” (Hacking 2004, p. 278). Goffman’s concept of 
the total institution helps me to map the everyday material consequences of normalized 
discourses in practice within institutions. Although Foucauldian power includes mate-
riality as well, Goffman’s concept of the total institution gives me the tools to explore 
it. He defines general patterns of a total institution according to five characteristics:

(1) All activities take place within the limits of the institution, where individuals tend 
to sleep, play, work, and entertain and where there is an overall rationale behind the 
design of the organization. These activities are physically separated from those who are 
not part of the institution. (2) The total institution is a separate entity, an independent 
world where the social engagement of the individual with the outside world is limited 
and, in some cases, nonexistent. (3) The place given to the work of those individuals who 
are institutionalized is the institution itself. In these cases work is not aimed at earning 
income, as all the basic needs are covered within the institution. The motivation behind 
working is mostly a recreational motivation, to pass the time. (4) The lack of employ-
ment leads to a general feeling of boredom or, as Goffman refers to it, “omnipresence 
of boredom.” There might not be enough work for the residents or there is simply no 
motivation to perform any activity. (5) There is a separation between those living in the 
institution and those working for it. The separation between the inmates and the staff 
is marked and mobility between groups is nearly nonexistent. The main idea behind 
total institutions is that the majority of human requirements are covered under different 
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forms of bureaucratic control. All these requirements are provided in an impersonal and 
bureaucratic manner, where the individuals are kept away from decisions concerning 
their future. In this way, institutionalized individuals experience a degradation of the 
self that in many cases is materialized through social or physical abuse.

For this study, it was this particular connection between the physical space as a 
source of control and the invisible discursive power that was intriguing. In addition, 
I was interested in examining the existing space for agency within this exclusionary 
structure in which material/physical and abstract/normalized aspects of discourse 
converge and interact as part of a shared reality. Space for agency is created when these 
taken for granted discursive positions are unraveled through reflexivity. In line with 
Zanoni and Janssens (2007, p. 1376), agency is defined as the “capacity [of individuals] 
to be reflexive about their situation—their ‘discursive consciousness’—and to act upon 
it to ‘make a difference’” (see also Ghorashi & Sabelis, 2013).

Asylum Seekers: Images and Material Conditions

To understand the images of asylum seekers in the Netherlands, they need to be situ-
ated within the broader Dutch discourse on migration. It is widely acknowledged at a 
scientific and a political level that the debate in the public sphere on immigration and 
integration in the Netherlands had gradually taken on a negative tone by the end of the 
1990s. This situation deteriorated after the World Trade Center attacks of September 11, 
2001, and led to increasing discussions about multiculturalism, integration, and percep-
tion of the other, especially when that other is not seen as part of Western culture. Apart 
from this, changes in the Dutch welfare system, the killings of Pim Fortuyn in 2002 and 
Theo van Gogh in 2004, and the presence of anti-immigrant politicians, such as Geert 
Wilders, have contributed to the growth of a discourse with adverse connotations in rela-
tion to immigration and integration into Dutch society. Joppke (2007) argues that there is 
a clear growth of a repressive liberalism, in which the Netherlands has adapted the most 
brutal alternative to civic integration. Bonjour & Lettinga (2012, p. 271) argue that the 
electoral successes of anti-immigrant politicians has pressured the left to revise its views 
on issues of immigrant integration. Vasta (2007) argues that there has been a shift in the 
Netherlands from multiculturalism towards assimilation. This discursive shift accompa-
nies the persistent image of migrants and refugees as problems (Ghorashi, 2014), who 
are either causing difficulties for the society or costing too much. Similar developments 
are observable in other countries in the West as well (Sulaiman-Hill et al.,2011; Ghorashi 
& Ponzoni, 2014). The growth of adverse discourses related to migrants and refugees has 
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had decisive consequences for asylum seekers coming to the Netherlands.
In recent decades, the reception of asylum seekers has gained center stage in the pub-

lic debate (Bruquetas-Callejo et al., 2011; Vink, 2007). This growing attention coincided 
with an increase of state intervention with stricter controls regarding entry, accommoda-
tion, and procedures. These changes, among others, had material manifestations in terms 
of the location and the institutionalization of asylum seekers in the AZC system (Geuijen, 
2003; Van der Horst, 2004). These centers are most often located outside of urban ar-
eas. In some cases, they were built specifically to accommodate asylum seekers, while 
in other cases, buildings such as former monasteries, military barracks, or hotels have 
been adapted for the purpose. In the light of the growing restrictions on the reception of 
asylum seekers, the government coalition agreement of 2010 used the following phrase 
regarding asylum and immigration policy: “strict but just” (streng maar rechtvaardig). 
More than a decade earlier, Geuijen (1998) refers to a similar phrase “sober yet human” 
(sober doch humaan), which was used for the reception of the asylum seekers in the Neth-
erlands. Balancing the cost conscious with the human side of the reception in the context 
of the growing anti-immigrant discourse in the Netherlands has become a source of con-
tradictory demands of control, low costs, and a human approach and has consequences 
for asylum seekers living in AZCs apart from the society (see also Geuijen, 1998).

Applying for asylum in the Netherlands implies that the person will need to report 
to an Application Center of the Immigration and Naturalization Department (IND). In 
this first stage, the stories of asylum seekers are of significance and the primary tool for 
gaining asylum. In practice however, Blommaert (2001) argues that asylum seekers face 
narrative inequalities, meaning that the asylum procedure requires discursive instru-
ments that are often beyond the abilities of the asylum seekers. Once all the procedures 
have taken place (including checks of identity, documents, and health), the person is 
finally accommodated in an AZC (COA, n.d., paras. 1 & 2).

I agree with Geuijen (1998) in identifying the AZC as a total institution. In spite of 
some variations, the five characteristics of total institutions as described by Goffman 
fit the reality of AZCs. Firstly, all asylum seeker activities take place within the confines 
of the AZC, where they sleep, live, and entertain themselves under the rationale of COA 
(Agency for the Reception of Asylum Seekers). Secondly, the AZC is a separate world 
with very limited interaction between the individual and the neighboring community 
and the outside world. While the residents are free to come and go, they tend to remain 
within the center. This is mostly due to the fact that they have limited resources to leave 
the AZC. In addition, they often remain in the AZCs due to a lack of reasons to go out 
(Van der Horst, p. 39). Furthermore, leaving and entering the centers is not as easy as 
it might seem. Asylum seekers have the duty to report regularly, and the centers run 
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security checks. Thirdly, in the case of the AZC, people are allowed to work in a limited 
manner. Just as Goffman stated, the main reason given for the residents to work is to 
pass the time. COA’s own website states: “Their self-help is promoted by taking part 
in the maintenance of the grounds and cleaning the communal areas, etc. They are paid 
a small sum for this.” The fourth characteristic is connected to the latter—it is bore-
dom. Serious intellectual and emotional repercussions have been widely documented 
in the cases of asylum seekers. This is aggravated by lengthy bureaucratic procedures. 
The fifth characteristic, clearly evident in the AZC, is the separation between the staff 
and the asylum seekers, with mobility between groups being nearly nonexistent. The 
residents are identifiable not only by their physical appearance and their clothing but 
by the spaces they are allowed to use within the AZC. This material condition of AZCs is 
situated within the societal discourse that is becoming increasingly restrictive toward 
migrants in general and asylum seekers in particular.

Coping Strategies in Challenging Situations

To comprehend the space for agency of the volunteers of Vrolijkheid, it is relevant to 
draw attention to the possible role conflicts they may experience, while considering the 
specific coping and engagement strategies of frontline staff working in situations com-
parable to AZCs. According to Dahrendorf (1973), socialization involves depersonaliza-
tion. Social roles fall under the group’s command and actors perform their roles due to 
the anxiety of being ostracized. Despite this, individuals do not totally surrender to their 
social roles and for that reason working in conflicting structures with large numbers 
of distressed people often contributes to stress and burnout (Robinson, 2014, p. 607). 
However, too much focus on the consequences of possible role conflicts and the negative 
impact of this kind of high- demand work limits our perspective on its positive aspects. 
For example, Guhan and Liebling-Kalifani (2011) report on the compassion satisfaction 
and vicarious resilience of frontline staff working with asylum seekers and refugees (see 
also Robinson, 2014). Zanoni and Janssens (2007) elaborate on the ways that employees’ 
engagement with discursive and material structures of their organizations enables them 
to generate positive outcomes in spite of the limitations they face. In what they refer to as 
micro-emancipations, individuals find ways to unsettle material and normalized struc-
tures, which potentially could lead to a number of specific changes (2007, p. 1395).

Volunteers working in organizations such as Vrolijkheid could roughly be situated 
within the category of street-level bureaucrats as defined by Lipsky (2010). Street-lev-
el bureaucrats are the human face of laws and policies. They deal directly with their 
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clients, while enjoying an important level of autonomy and discretion to perform their 
duties. Volunteer organizations are argued to be included in the so- called Third Space 
of the society. According to Van Til, this space represents concerns regarding “advocacy 
for social change and justice, service to the poor and despised, articulation of concerns 
for community and quality of life in the context of social responsibility” (2000, pp. 208-
210). The Third Space is not autonomous with respect to society’s major institutions, 
but it is a space in which “individual and collective acts of reflection and action” go 
beyond the formal constraints of the institutions (Van Til, 2000, p. 209). Handel (2003) 
argues that individuals in voluntary organizations are intrinsically motivated by al-
truistic reasons to help their clients and are constantly challenged by contradictory 
processes resulting from unclear objectives and discouraging circumstances (Lipksy, 
2010; Geuijen, 1998). In the specific context of AZCs, Geuijen (2003) shows that the 
employees face a high level of psychological pressure yet are committed to providing 
the best possible service to asylum seekers. In her research, Geuijen (2003, p. 331) 
refers to Walkup’s work on staff in humanitarian organizations (1997) and identifies 
four phased strategies that AZC employees adapt to cope with their demanding work 
environment. Firstly, the stress of identifying the limitations of their efforts leads to 
overwork as new staff try to overcome feelings such as guilt, rejection, and frustration 
by working even harder with the risk of burnout. Secondly, realizing that their extra 
work is unable to solve the situation of their clients, employees detach themselves from 
the situation, tending to create distance. At this stage they might try to avoid any form 
of direct contact with clients. Thirdly, a transference stage occurs as staff point to ex-
ternal factors or organizations as responsible for their failure to do their job properly. 
Finally, reality distortion: some situations are so difficult that staff will maintain an 
illusion of success that would allow a sense of self-worth from the work they are doing. 
Since Vrolijkheid volunteers are not employees of the AZC—so not formally “part of 
the system”—their challenges are somewhat different from those of the AZC employees 
in Geuijen’s study. In spite of this, the coping strategies presented are a useful frame 
through which to analyze the narratives of our respondents as well.

Guides in the Research and Methodology

To answer the research question I made use of qualitative methods, which provided ac-
cess to the narratives of the respondents in relation to their roles in various settings and 
situations. The main aim of qualitative research is to provide in-depth understanding 
of the social sphere by observing and analyzing individuals’ material and social situa-
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tions through their experiences, views, and stories (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). In addition 
to in-depth interviews, participant observations and document gathering (website, so-
cial media, leaflets, etc.) were used as complementary methods to gain a comprehensive 
view of Vrolijkheid in the context of AZCs. This combination allowed the researchers to 
produce a “narrative description” by making use of the data collected mainly in the form 
of quotations and descriptions and through fragments of documents and observations 
(Hammersley, 1990). Blommaert’s (2005, p. 229) argument for an ethnography which 
situates the theoretical questions of power within practice through narratives, was ap-
pealing to us. Close observations of daily interactions and listening to the narratives gave 
us the opportunity to see the various manifestations of discursive power in practice.

After a few e-mails and phone conversations with Vrolijkheid, access was granted to 
conduct research in one of the AZCs. This location was chosen because of its accessibility 
(in terms of allowing the research to take place) and the number of volunteers it had (po-
tential respondents). The data consists of 13 interviews in English, which were recorded, 
and approximately 60 hours of observations divided among two festivals and other activ-
ities at Vrolijkheid. I visited the organization in situ and interacted with volunteers, asy-
lum seekers, and visitors. The amount of time volunteers spent for the activities of Vroli-
jkheid varied according to particular projects, for example, the organization of festivals 
or exhibitions. All the members interviewed for this research were women. This was not 
surprising since most of the volunteers of Vrolijkheid are women. This gender difference 
in voluntary organizations is also shown in other studies. For example, Taniguchi (2006, 
pp. 91–92) demonstrates that while there is not much difference between full-time-em-
ployed men and women, women employed part-time or unemployed engage consider-
ably more in volunteering than men. Women responsible for the care of elderly family 
members, however, tend to be discouraged from volunteering. In addition, Donoghue 
(2001) argues that women volunteers are inclined to feel gratified through the feeling 
of “doing good,” while their male counterparts feel more rewarded by the results of their 
voluntary activities. None of the respondents I spoke with had a refugee background, in 
spite of the fact that some asylum seekers and refugees are also members of Vrolijkheid. 
I chose to focus only on members who did not have a refugee background because I was 
particularly interested in their in-between position of not having the experience of asy-
lum yet being so intensely involved with the condition of asylum seekers.

In-depth interviews helped us to capture the nuances and variations within individual 
narratives and, in this case, the way members of Vrolijkheid describe the discursive 
reality of which they are a part. The open nature of the interviews allowed us to follow 
the dynamic of the narrative and discover the layeredness presented in the narratives 
of the respondents. A general interview guide was used to slightly structure the in-
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terviews and make sure that the necessary questions were asked. In order to make 
the concepts of discourse and agency/engagement accessible for interviewees, I made 
them operational by translating the main theoretical concepts into subconcepts and 
converting them into interview topics that were presented to the respondents as ques-
tions. For example, from the theoretical concept of discourse, the subconcept was the 
dominant discourse on immigration in the Netherlands, the trigger question formulat-
ed was, “What do you think is the general perception of asylum seekers and refugees in 
the Netherlands?” The concepts of agency and engagement in relation to the discourse 
were operationalized through the activities of the volunteers inside and outside the or-
ganization. When operationalizing the activities at Vrolijkheid, I wanted to know about 
the position of the respondent within the present discursive space while working and 
interacting with asylum seekers and fellow members in Vrolijkheid.

In addition to formal interviews, I had other forms of interaction and conversations, 
such as casual chats and participation in various activities, which contributed to a more 
comprehensive picture of the role of Vrolijkheid in AZCs. Being on site enabled us to see 
and observe different aspects of the respondents in the research, their attitudes, their 
work routines, and their interactions with different individuals. Once all the data were 
collected, I transcribed the interviews and read them several times, marking the relevant 
parts in relation to the questions that triggered our research and connected them to the 
impressions and thoughts that were documented in the field. Then the main themes and 
patterns present in the narratives were identified and a list was formulated of constants 
through which the empirical findings were organized.

Empirical Findings

This section begins with the presentation of the two different faces (normalized and ma-
terial) of the discourse concerning asylum seekers as presented through the narratives of 
the volunteers interviewed. After that I elaborate on how they relate and engage with these 
two discursive aspects through their daily interactions both inside and outside the centers.

Normalizing Discourse and Consequences.

A distinctive nonverbal element noticed during the interviews was that while the respond-
ents were talking, the relaxed and cozy atmosphere turned sober as the descriptions be-
came more detailed. At this stage in the conversations, the smiles and the laughs from the 
women’s faces dropped and gave way to distress, concern, and various levels of anguish.
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Most of the comments are negative about the asylum seekers […] When I tell people 
that I work at AZC, they say “what are you doing there? Why are you working there?” 
Because, they say, “We have problems here in NL with our own population, and because 
of them [asylum seekers] everything is becoming so expensive, because they take our 
money, they take our food, they take our work.” That is what people say. (Respondent 7)

This quote illustrates the types of questions and remarks respondents generally get 
when interacting with members of Dutch society who are not in contact with asylum 
seekers and who seemingly do not understand this kind of work. The next excerpt is an 
example of a reaction from a close circle of friends during the respondent’s wedding 
celebrations. In this case asylum seekers were taking part in her wedding reception, 
something that suggests that the host, the respondent, cares for and trusts them.

On that day [respondent’s wedding party] I heard from few people, saying, “What 
are these people doing here?” [Asylum seekers who helped with the party organi-
zation] “Be careful. I have money in my wallet.” (Respondent 3)

While the first quote illustrates the image of asylum seekers as the source of economic 
problems for the native population, the second exposes the image of asylum seekers as 
assumed thieves. The second respondent elaborated on how betrayed she felt when she 
saw that her friends were not as open-minded and tolerant as she had thought. It was 
painful for her to realize that there are many people who think like that in her community.

Another aspect repeatedly mentioned by the respondents was the lack of interest in 
asylum seekers. This was made visible as a form of passive discrimination, in which the 
opinions were not verbalized or, if they were, were verbalized in a neutral way.

I see it […] look, also my friends are not really interested, a few, not all, I have 
who are really interested in what I am doing and other people, they do not 
want to know. Or they don’t have interest, in what I am doing. (Respondent 3)

As these narratives show, the power of the present discourse on asylum seekers 
is not only focused on particular images, but also on the ways these images are nor-
malized in daily practices through a passive form of acceptance or dismissal of the 
topic. For example, some respondents referred to the existence of “walls of silence” 
in their interactions. Once asylum seekers are mentioned, they told us, the people 
they are interacting with ignore the topic altogether.
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The Role of the Media

When asked about the possible reason for certain images, lack of interest, and silence, 
the respondents referred to the Dutch media.

Because when there is something on TV about people from the AZC it is 
almost always negative. And when you always hear negative things about 
something, you will believe that it is really negative. (Respondent 4)

After elaborating on the general media coverage, other respondents went into more 
detail explicitly mentioning statements from the anti-immigrant politician Geert Wilders.

And all this Wilders talking about how they [asylum seekers] are making 
Holland sick. But when we continue to listen […] and when we see it all the 
time, you are going to believe it. (Respondent 3)

These narratives show the power of the repetition of negative images of asylum 
seekers in the media, illuminating the ways in which certain images are reproduced 
and normalized in daily interactions. Normalization happens when the images are 
both believed and taken for granted simultaneously. In this section the invisible and 
normalized side of the discourse on asylum seekers and the ways that it influences 
daily practice get explored. In the following section I turn to what I referred to ear-
lier as the material side of the discourse, which I argued is best approached through 
the concept of the total institution.

Materiality of Discourse: Space and Bureaucracy.

This material side of the discourse is dominated by the consequences of the insti-
tutionalized life that the asylum seekers have in AZCs. Through their accounts, the 
volunteers reflected on the five characteristics of the total institution. While some 
respondents elaborated more on the location of the AZCs and how marginalized 
the centers were in relation to the rest of the cities, others focused on specific 
living conditions and facilities offered. All of the interviewees commented on the 
bureaucratic side of the asylum procedure, the high levels of uncertainty, and the 
lengthiness of the process in itself.
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I think the government is stupid [laughs] about, you know, to send them 
always away or to make it so much difficult. And they do that to the people 
who are coming, they can stay, but you are not welcome, you know. You can 
stay but, you, I think government makes always the, the, the feeling that you 
are not really welcome here. (Respondent 3)

In the following quote the interviewee sees the location of the AZC as a direct form of 
marginalization of the asylum seekers, where the center remains isolated from the rest 
of Dutch life. She refers to the physical distance and separation as an impediment for 
Dutch natives to learn more about the asylum seekers and their situations.

Because people do not know them, so they have their own town, actually, 
they live in the asylum center. So, normal people here in the city do not have 
contact with these people, so they do not know about their lives; they do not 
know what they are going through. […] People [Dutch people] do not know 
that they are normal people. […] Too much space between the centers and 
the normal society, they do not get in contact so much. (Respondent 10)

After elaborating on the location, some interviewees gave rich descriptions of the liv-
ing conditions in the AZC: describing their sleeping, eating, and day-to-day conditions 
through the eyes of outsiders (because they have not been refugees themselves). The 
detailed descriptions suggest that the situations made a strong impact on the respond-
ents. In addition to describing the rooms and the limited privacy in an AZC, respondents 
noted that asylum seekers were forced to share living space with people from other cul-
tures and backgrounds who, in some cases, might have been former enemies.

Because you know… [silence] this is…[…] a nice AZC but if you see most of 
them…they look like s**t. I work in […] and if you see that, it is terrible, real 
terrible […] it is old, the rooms are s**t, is really terrible. It was a former 
bungalow resort and they have like 4 bedrooms and sometimes there are 
12 people living in one house. (Respondent 7)

The bureaucratic reality that surrounds asylum seekers was another recurring 
theme. Respondents remarked that the already bad situation was worsening dramati-
cally. Examples of waiting times and different numbers of appeals were offered as exam-
ples. The AZC was often described as a kind of jail. The residents are free to leave, but 
have no reason to do so; they cannot do much and are given no idea about the duration 
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of their stay. The uncertainty generated by the living conditions and the possible sepa-
ration of family members, is aggravated by indefinite waiting times and a general lack of 
information. Nearly all of the interviewees mentioned suicide attempts by asylum seek-
ers and depression linked to boredom and unpredictability.

Volunteers on the Crossroads.

The respondents saw themselves caught between asylum seekers in the AZC and the rest of 
Dutch society. All interviewees struggled with the tension between the dominant images of 
asylum seekers combined with the materiality of their living conditions and feelings of sym-
pathy for the asylum seekers. The observation of the impossibilities faced by asylum seekers 
living in the middle of a society that pushes them away created challenges for these volunteers.

The following respondent, a well-known local artist, elaborates on the conflicting 
feedback she gets from members of her community when talking about her work with 
Vrolijkheid and her role as a link between both worlds.

People don’t realize, who they [asylum seekers] are or what kind of sit-
uation they are in, they just don’t really want to know […] If I am telling 
that I am doing this project [a project with Vrolijkheid], and I tell where 
it is, they [the people] always look like “oh” [surprised] it is strange that 
they cannot combine those two (she and AZC). […] or people really talk 
to me like “why were you going there, why do you work there” and I just 
try to [silence], yea, I try to explain that they are normal people and tell 
them about the situation of their living. And then you can see them think-
ing “oh, well I didn’t know that.” And I am glad I can lift a little part of 
the curtain. […] I think it is necessary because we can’t always put them 
[asylum seekers] in the corner of the society. (Respondent 8)

When asked about her feelings about the asylum seekers’ situation, the follow-
ing respondent expresses her in-between position caught between sympathy and 
views on closing the borders of Europe.

They have to wait long and we should do something about it, you can’t 
make people wait that long. But for me it is a really difficult situation that… 
that I always find it difficult to make, to take, to take position in that discus-
sion.[…] I understand that, at the other side, it is up to us to put just a wall 
around Europe and say you are not allowed to be here. You are not allowed 
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to have the same kind of money or happiness or luck basically. For me that 
is really difficult, I know it is like that and I accept it is like that, if I think 
about every day, you know, I am always in between opinions. (Respondent 5)

Another volunteer who perceives herself in a similar in-between situation talks about 
her interaction with her university classmates.

In class we do have discussions about refugees. I tell them [her class-
mates] that I have seen how people live here [AZC] and that I have seen 
that a lot of people live in a lot of insecurity and that is very bad for 
children. […] That they cannot judge the situation or the people, if they 
don’t know what the people have been through. Most of the time they [her 
classmates] agree with me in the end. (Respondent 6)

The inside-outside position of these volunteers, being active participants of both 
realities leads to various personal and social dilemmas while doing their work. They 
explicitly acknowledge that they feel in between two worlds and have opted for in-
vesting energy in causes that could be improved and lay within the realm of possibil-
ity. What struck us most was that in spite of their consternation about the conditions 
in AZCs, the respondents remained quite positive about the work they were doing 
and their achievements. It seemed that a pragmatic approach and a belief in the pos-
itive impact of their work has been crucial for dealing with the dilemmas created by 
their inside-outside position.

Consequences of Engagement: Passion at Work

All the respondents felt comfortable when referring to their activities interacting with 
asylum seeker children and teenagers. Elaborating on the details of their duties and 
examples of their work brought smiles to their faces. Even though the level of frustra-
tion concerning the impossible conditions at the AZCs was clearly present, all narra-
tives concentrated on what was doable through the work offered by Vrolijkheid. All the 
women defined their role as giving attention and care to people and increasing their 
possibilities for joy and happiness. These fragments represent a key coping strategy 
showing a shift from structurally oriented change (e.g., laws, regulations, and institu-
tions) to change focused on emotions and well- being. This leads to a repositioning of 
the arena for transformation from the outside (law/institution) to the inside (feelings).
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I hope I make a difference for the children. I can’t do anything about their 
situation basically, and I can’t change the past. I can’t control what is going 
to happen to them. I think it is my job to make sure … to try …to give them 
the attention that they need. We are singing songs, and we make them feel 
good …. Music can, I think, can help you with everything that is happening 
inside. In a way it helps you deal with it, because it is another way of ex-
pressing yourself… [We] try to give them the attention that they need, and I 
[can give] and that can be in a good way, so like in a positive way, yes we are 
singing songs, and we make them feel good. (Respondent 5)

In addition to their impact inside the AZCs, the respondents saw Vrolijkheid as a gate-
way for the residents to the “outside world.” When Respondent 7 was asked if she feels 
she is making a difference in the reality of asylum seekers’ lives, she responded:

I hope so, I hope so, just we are starting a project, matchwerk, we are 
going to do with flyers and also with volunteers, vacaturebank, that we 
are looking for people, who want to be, [in] one-to-one connection with 
a person from the AZC, […] So the people from here go outside the AZC, 
and see what the world is like but also that the person from outside sees 
what life is like in the AZC.

In spite of the limitations and frustrations, optimism dominates, informing the con-
viction that several initiatives could challenge and ameliorate the present situation. The 
residents will still live in the AZCs and still be part of the institutional and bureaucratic 
system, but in the meantime they can have a chance to relate to and engage with Dutch 
society. Constant references to the outside and inside remind us of the physical separa-
tion of the asylum seekers from the wider community.

The women I spoke with felt that instead of confronting media or people holding 
negative images of asylum seekers, they preferred to concentrate on what could be 
done in a positive way to change these images.

I feel angry, not aggressive, but I just don’t understand it, that you can 
think like that, and if you think like that, that you dare to say it. I think 
it is horrible, [Wilders] makes me sick. […] I think I would make people 
more aware, I think it would help a little bit, just to make, just to have 
more respect for what the people are doing here and what they have been 
through, just a little bit of awareness. (Respondent 6)
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Every movement is one, and if that movement helps one or maybe two 
people, or whatever, that is profit. […] Sometimes when I am in the city or 
around and I see people (asylum seekers), so we meet and we greet and 
we can make a little conversation or we can say hello […] And I think that 
helps too, to be part of a community […] so I think they are little drops that 
help them [despite being small act they help the refugees]. (Respondent 8)

The narratives of the respondents show that there is a balance between a realistic 
view of the difficult conditions of asylum seekers inside the AZCs and their own con-
tribution to the situation. The respondents defined their role by focusing on individual 
attention and care for the asylum seekers and by trying to provide as many possibilities 
for enjoyment as possible. They do not want to be silent bystanders in this situation, 
hence they try to contribute as much as possible with- out having high expectations. 
Their efforts were visible through their everyday activities, with small but continuous 
steps toward improvements in the realities of the AZC children and teenagers. In re-
lation to society, all members described their position as agents bringing information 
when possible to their family, friends, school, or in other work interactions

Discussion and Conclusion

In this chapter I have shown the challenges and possibilities of Vrolijkheid volunteers 
in light of the dominant discourse in the Netherlands on asylum seekers and their 
material conditions within Dutch AZCs. When the structures of dominance work in 
a normalized way, the sources of (even most visible) exclusion are taken for granted 
and met with silence and indifference. The narratives showed that asylum seekers 
are kept at a distance: at times feared or approached with strong disapproval and 
at others times simply ignored and met with indifference. This process is justified 
by the dual impact of the normalized and materialized faces of the discourse that 
was elaborated on in this chapter: while the normalizing aspect means that certain 
images are taken for granted, the material side institutionalizes these images through 
bureaucracies and regulations. The coexistence of the normalizing and material side 
of the discourse visible in the totality of an AZC as an institution creates an image of 
near impossibility for favorable change in the conditions of asylum seekers.

At the same time, the narratives of our respondents show that the combination of 
various strategies (pragmatism, emphasis on the well-being of asylum seekers instead 
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of structures, focusing on small changes and not having high expectations, and remain-
ing optimistic) together with a strong conviction in the value of their work provides 
possibilities within seemingly impregnable structures. These strategies are somewhat 
different from the strategies of AZC employees as mentioned by Geuijen (2003). Al-
though these volunteers also work hard to reach their goals and they blame the system 
for many problems, I did not come across narratives in which the asylum seekers were 
blamed or in which volunteers distanced themselves. On the contrary, the narratives 
showed that a strong sense of engagement and optimism combined with realistic ideas 
of change (contrary to an illusion of success) were the strategies they chose to deal 
with the conflicting situations they were facing because of their outside-inside position.

The respondents improvised and chose a step-by-step approach to focus on the asy-
lum seeker children and teenagers’ well-being and happiness and used available (albeit 
limited) resources to do so. In line with the findings of Geuijen (2003) and Guhan and 
Liebling-Kalifani (2011), our respondents discussed some psychological pressure and 
conflicts in their efforts to enlarge the possibilities of asylum seekers facing discursive 
and material limitations. Yet, the nature of their work as volunteers bringing “happi-
ness” to the AZCs and their low key, can-do attitude enabled them to stay positive and 
engaged with the asylum seekers. This is in line with Donoghue’s (2001) argument that 
women volunteers tend to be more gratified solely by doing good rather than by seeing 
specific results. These narratives also provided rich material to present possibilities 
for agency. They showed that the respondents’ consciousness of their outsider-insider 
position gave them an opportunity to break the negativity and isolation surrounding 
the AZCs. Thus, the insider-outsider position of these volunteers became a source of 
both feeling pressure and agency. This could be compared to an existing body of liter-
ature on the in-between position of migrants. Edward Said (1994) argued that while 
the condition of in-betweenness for migrants could lead to a feeling of disconnected-
ness, it also has great potential to lead to originality and creativity because migrants 
constantly negotiate their past and present discourses (Said, 2004). Levitt, (2009, p. 
126) argues that the duality of the insider-outsider position has the potential to make 
migrants masters “of several cultural repertoires that they can selectively deploy in re-
sponse to the opportunities and challenges they face” (Levitt, 2009, p. 1226). The same 
has been shown to be true about the volunteers of this study. In spite of the limitations 
of this in-between positioning, this condition enabled the respondents to be creative in 
dealing with the contradicting structures they faced.

The aim of this chapter was not to investigate the impact of these activities on the 
asylum seekers themselves but to show that the combination of idealistic convictions 
and specific small, yet focused, strategies of change enabled these volunteers to stay 



positive and creative in difficult and conflict-filled surroundings. They created space 
for agency through their activities to improve the images of the asylum seekers and for 
breaking the silence of indifference by voicing their positive engagement outside the 
AZCs. Sharing and repeating the stories and the situations of asylum seekers and the 
consequences of negative discourses in their daily lives contributes to unsettling the 
politics of forgetting. In this way agency works by challenging normalized discursive 
positions. The kind of agency that is noticeable here is shaped through small move-
ments. Zanoni and Janssens (2007, p. 1377) refer to this kind of agency as micro-eman-
cipation, which is less grandiose, but rather “partial, temporal movements breaking 
away from diverse forms of oppression, rather than successive moves towards a prede-
termined state of liberation” (Alvesson and Willmott, 1992, p. 447).





A PORT IN A STORM: SPONTANEOUS VOLUNTEERING AND 
GRASSROOTS MOVEMENTS IN AMSTERDAM. A RESILIENT 
APPROACH TO THE (EUROPEAN) REFUGEE CRISIS

CHAPTER THREE
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A Port in a Storm: Spontaneous Volunteering and Grassroots 
Movements in Amsterdam. A Resilient Approach to the 
(European) Refugee Crisis1, 2

Introduction

The 21st century has been characterized by an increasing movement of people. While 
some people migrate to other countries in search of a better job or education, a higher 
salary, and better economic climate, others leave their country as forced migrants—ref-
ugees—because of conflict situations (OCHA, 2016). More than seven million Syrians 
have fled their homes since the start of the civil war in 2011, and the ongoing violence 
in Afghanistan, Eritrea, and Kosovo has contributed to the growth of displaced people. 
Most sought shelter in their own countries (internally displaced people) or in neigh-
boring countries, but others sought a safe home in Europe. In 2015, the number of 
forced migrants coming to Europe increased rapidly (IOM, 2016).

Refugees’ reception by the inhabitants of European countries has been mixed. 
Citizens objecting to the European Union’s (EU’s) refugee reception policy and 
citizens welcoming refugees by organizing spontaneous actions have both made 
their voices heard (Greenhill, 2016; Niemann & Zaun, 2018). Meanwhile, Europe 
has failed to respond to both the influx of refugees and the societal unrest in an 
adequate manner. There has been neither clear legislation nor a coordinated ef-
fort from the EU to deal with the situation (Heisbourg, 2015). In their insightful 
book on refugee policies, Betts and Collier (2018) state that the refugee system 
worldwide is broken, full of flaws, and too unpredictable to deal with the increas-
ing number of refugees. Given that large numbers of refugees are expected to be 
looking for shelter in the near future, and given that authorities are unable to 
create predictable patterns of collective actions and coordinating institutions, the 
context in Europe can be considered a slow-burning crisis, defined as an enduring 
complex situation characterized by substantial ambiguity (Porfiriev, 2000; ‘t Hart 
1  This chapter is based on data gathered by three master’s students under the supervision of 
Kees Boersma. Boersma proposed the general scientific and social perspective and formulated the 
research question that guides this chapter. I contributed to the overall structure of the chapter; its title, 
introduction, context, some elements of the theoretical frame, analysis, and discussion. Boersma provided 
information about the original study and answered questions about the data while commenting on several 
versions of the chapter. All authors contributed equally to this chapter, which is why their names appear 
in alphabetical order. Additionally, I helped to revise the article based on the comments of the different 
rounds of reviews by the journal.
2  Published as: Boersma K, Kraiukhina A, Larruina R, Lehota Z, Nury EO. A port in a storm: Spontaneous 
volunteering and grassroots movements in Amsterdam. A resilient approach to the (European) refugee 
crisis. Soc Policy Admin. 2018; 1–15. https://doi.org/10.1111/spol.12407
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& Boin, 2001). Europe’s refugee reception policy is predominantly based on a 
crisis governance approach (Hadfield & Zwitter, 2015).

Crisis governance literature shows that formal authorities, institutions, and admin-
istrations struggling with a situation’s complexity tend to rely upon a command and 
control policy to “bring the chaos back under control” (Boersma et al.,2014; Henstra, 
2010; Simo & Bies, 2007; Tierney, 2012). Once a situation is labeled as a crisis, it is 
treated as a chaotic situation that needs to be controlled (Pallister-Wilkins, 2016; Van 
Buuren, Vink, & Warner, 2016). Unstructured responses (e.g., civil society’s response) 
are then seen as threatening the social order.

The crisis governance lens also reveals another mechanism: crisis evokes spon-
taneous, unexpected, and emergent collective actions (Laere, 2013; Roux-Dufort, 
2007; Solnit, 2010). Europe’s refugee crisis was no exception, as many spontaneous 
volunteers started to organize themselves through civil society initiatives. Not only 
did these initiatives mobilize protests, but they also became engaged in offering 
alternative forms of help. In the United Kingdom, for example, initiatives emerged 
in support of refugees throughout the country, the most prominent one being the 
Refugees Welcome movement (Koca, 2016, p. 96). The response in the Netherlands 
showed a similar pattern (Bakker et al., 2016; Van Heelsum, 2017). Some volun-
teers “just” offered help, either directly to refugees or through formal, institutional 
response organizations such as the Red Cross or the Salvation Army. Others became 
more active, trying to overcome the negativity of the media coverage and policies 
that were “delineating the deserving refugee from the undeserving migrant while 
casting both groups as outsiders threatening the well-being of an imagined homog-
enous Europe” (Holmes & Castaneda, 2016, p. 12).

These diverse civil society responses to the crisis are seen as important alterna-
tives to the failing institutional approach (Betts & Collier, 2018), but not much is 
known about the governance and organizational structures behind these initiatives 
or how those changed over time. This chapter seeks to expand knowledge about the 
European crisis and the societal response by studying the role of volunteering. I use 
a social movement perspective complementary to the crisis management literature 
to understand volunteers’ actions, allowing a focus on their change agenda. I pres-
ent a qualitative case study of people in Amsterdam who volunteered to help refu-
gees, particularly those fleeing Syria’s civil war, and look at how they made sense 
of their initiatives vis-á-vis the formal, institutional response. The section ends by 
proposing an alternative crisis governance approach.
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Volunteering, Collective Actions, and Crisis Situations

Broadly defined, “volunteering means any activity in which time is given freely to benefit 
another person, group, or organization” (Wilson, 2000, p. 215). Traditional volunteers 
are mobilized by formal organizations (Hustinx et al., 2010; Selander, 2015). Usually, vol-
unteering is defined in the context of work—unpaid work with an element of attractive 
leisure (Stebbins, 2013). Unpaid volunteer work leads to benefits for the volunteer (e.g., 
self-esteem), whereas the leisure element refers to the joyful element of volunteering.

People usually get involved in volunteering activities to satisfy social and psychologi-
cal needs, including self-esteem, security, reciprocity, social connection, and the under-
standing of others (Manatschal & Freitag, 2010). Helping others increases an individu-
al’s well-being, and this fact encourages people to continue volunteering as part of their 
identity (Matsuba et al., 2007; Meier & Stutzer, 2004). Spontaneous volunteering seems 
to be even more motivated by feelings of social solidarity, personal empowerment, and 
satisfaction with intrinsic and extrinsic rewards, as recent research shows (Kulik et al., 
2016). Spontaneous volunteers mobilize themselves temporarily; they are “those who 
seek to contribute on impulse—people who offer assistance following a disaster and who 
are not previously affiliated with recognized volunteer agencies and may or may not have 
relevant training, skills or experience” (Cottrell, 2010, p. 3).

In addition, meso- and macro-level forces and contexts have a significant impact on 
an individual’s decision to become a volunteer (Yeung, 2004). Volunteers do not act in 
isolation, but operate in social networks (Forbes & Zampelli, 2014; Musick & Wilson, 
1997). Motivation for action arises from collectivistic concerns, which suggests that 
people become activists because they are embedded in relationships that push them 
towards action (Rai & Fiske, 2011; Van Zomeren, 2014).

Recently, there has been a growing interest in understanding how volunteers are 
mobilized and how they organize themselves during crises (Kulik et al., 2016; Mitani, 
2014; Whittaker et. al, 2015). Although the literature on volunteering distinguishes 
between volunteers affiliated with the official response and spontaneous volunteers 
(i.e., those acting on impulse), in the context of the refugee crisis, a more relevant 
distinction may be the one between institutional (governmental) and third sector 
(nonprofit and volunteer) responses.

Collective Actions During the Refugee Crisis

During the slow-burning European refugee crisis, the decision-making processes of 
volunteers were influenced by the debates on refugee policies (McGuaran & Hudig, 
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2014). Such debates are shaped by the voices and interests of social actors and secured 
by policies and norms related to refugees (Delanty, 2008; Fresia, 2014; Larruina & Gho-
rashi, 2016). On the one hand, refugees, contrary to migrants, are seen as “helpless vic-
tims”—people who are suffering (Betts & Loescher, 2014). They may also be presented 
as being in great danger and in need of protection (Every & Augoustinos, 2008). On the 
other hand, beliefs that government help may lead to refugees becoming dependent on 
state support, becoming lazy and unwilling to work, may deter volunteers.

Against this background, spontaneous volunteering in Amsterdam and in other cit-
ies throughout Europe became interwoven with protests that not only offered creative 
solutions to practical problems, but also expressed frustrations with the top-down cri-
sis approach (Koca, 2016). In such circumstances, collective actions form the basis on 
which the individuals associated with them intervene in the emergent social relations 
and common beliefs (Hasenfeld & Gidron, 2005; Wilson, 2012). However, social move-
ment theory emphasizes that “collective action is necessary to create social change and 
to influence institutions…” (King, 2008, p. 27). For social movement scholars, (sudden-
ly imposed) grievance alone is not enough to spark collective action. Mobilization is 
also required, which can be achieved by building personal networks (i.e., social capital) 
based on common interests, identities, or ideologies (Klandermans, 2008; Snow et al., 
2008). Social movement members converge due to a common cause that needs articu-
lation over time. For example, altruistic social movements that “have been motivated by 
an aversion to injustice” have assisted subordinate groups who “lacked the legal stand-
ing, political capacity, or economic resources they needed to act effectively on their 
own behalf” (Schaeffer, 2014, pp. 10–11). This form of collective action is not related by 
capital and labor issues per se, but is rooted in collectivities with a communal base that 
may have a government policy (e.g., neoliberal urbanism, repressive refugee policies) 
as their target of action.

Organizational Forms and Dynamics

An important difference between traditional social movements (such as working-class 
and labor movements) and social movements that emerge during crisis situations lies 
in how they happen and how they are organized. For example, during the refugee cri-
sis, spontaneous actions “merged” with the urban social movements that were arising 
out of the economic, social, cultural, and political transformations of capitalist societies 
(Novy & Colomb, 2013). In addition, many volunteers who started or joined bottom-up 
initiatives had refugee backgrounds. For refugees, joining civil society actions demon-
strates that they are not simply victims of political turmoil, but agents of change in em-
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bracing diversity, and actors in reshaping social relations and power formations (Weng 
& Lee, 2016). Lastly, the modes of mobilization were not based on traditional forms. 
Instead, they utilized communication and information technologies, including social 
media platforms such as Facebook (Koca, 2016), since open participation is important 
for these movements (Della Porta & Mattoni, 2014).

Next, emergent groups—as collectives of individuals who use non-routine resourc-
es and activities—create organizations with unclear and fluid boundaries. Partici-
pating individuals have ambiguous and fleeting memberships and task divisions, 
which are unstable and continuously changing because the conditions in which they 
operate are characterized by continuous change (Drabek & McEntire, 2003). Unlike 
the centralized, hierarchical, and formal structures of traditional social movements, 
emerging movements have decentralized, segmented, diffused, and informal struc-
tures consisting of voluntary members (Majchrzak et al., 2007).

The assumption is that the characteristics of the emerging crisis organization, 
including fleeting membership, dispersed leadership, unclear boundaries, and flex-
ible task definitions (Majchrzak et al., 2007), allow spontaneous volunteers to work 
in a flexible fashion. The way in which volunteers deal with organizational tensions, 
oppositions, and contradictions during crises results in hybrid forms, i.e., partial, 
temporary organizations (Ahrne & Brunsson, 2011). Hybrid organizational forms, 
however, cannot escape the normal problems of young organizations, and some for-
malization (institutionalization) is seen as a solution for issues of accountability, 
legitimacy, and sustainability (Sine et al., 2006). They ultimately aim at building 
partially organized orders, which are a blend of emergent and established orders 
(Den Hond et al., 2015). Partial organizations contain elements of traditional organ-
izations such as membership, rules, and hierarchy, but they are supplemented with 
insights from an ideal “anarchist” organization (Diani, 2013).

Methodology and Methods

This chapter is based on an in-depth case study (Yin, 2011) on the organization 
of spontaneous volunteering at the peak of the refugee crisis in Amsterdam, the 
Netherlands, in the winter of 2015–16. I studied volunteers’ motives and their 
collective actions inside formal organizations and outside them (i.e., in partial 
organizations), and how they mobilized themselves.

Because of its explorative nature, the project was based on qualitative and in-
terpretative research (Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2015). Visiting relevant sites and 
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refugee centers to map volunteers’ social environments was a vital part of the 
study’s execution (Hannerz, 2003, p. 206; Marcus, 1995, p. 102). Interviews were 
conducted at two formal organizations: the Central Agency for the Reception of 
Asylum Seekers (abbreviated as COA in Dutch), an independent administrative 
body that falls under the political responsibility of the Ministry of Security and 
Justice; and Vluchtelingen Werk Nederland (VWN, the Dutch Council for Refu-
gees), an organization that offers practical support to refugees during the asylum 
process and with their integration into the Dutch society. I also interviewed peo-
ple working at “formal” volunteer organizations including Vrijwilligers Centrale 
Amsterdam (VCA), Present Amsterdam, and the Salvation Army. Lastly, I spoke to 
volunteers in emergent grassroots organizations (all not-for-profit): De Meevaart, 
Wereldhuis, AMS Helpt, Dutch Parcels for Refugees, Gastvrij Oost, Needs Now, 
Refugees Welcome Amsterdam, and Takecarebnb.

I used a topic list during semi-structured interviews to gain specific informa-
tion about each organization’s backstage, its structure, and context (Weiss, 1995). 
A second topic list was used with any spontaneous volunteers interviewed on the 
spot. Spontaneous volunteers were asked about their experience in volunteering 
projects, what motivated them to join emergent groups, and the movements’ or-
ganizational dynamics. I was interested in hearing the stories through which they 
made sense of their own actions and those of the formal institutions, and in the 
coupling between their perceptions and concrete actions, i.e., the process of enact-
ed sense-making in crisis situations (Wieck, 1988).

Data organization and analysis included transcribing interviews, observation 
notes, and secondary documents. The data was first coded and then analyzed using 
the inductive grounded theory approach (Corbin & Strauss, 1990); I captured “con-
cepts relevant to the human organizational experience in terms that are adequate at 
the level of meaning of the people living that experience and adequate at the level of 
scientific theorizing about that experience” (Goya et al., 2013, p. 16).

This chapter provides details about the Dutch asylum policy and how the system strug-
gled to handle the reception of a relatively large number of refugees during a short period 
of time. It also describes how spontaneous volunteers organized themselves through so-
cial movements. Quotes from interviews are used to illustrate volunteers’ sense-making 
processes. I show how these organizations took shape and what kinds of dilemmas they 
were confronted with. Lastly, I present how both the social movements and the formal 
institutions developed adaptive strategies that resulted in hybrid forms of organizing.
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Setting the Scene: The Dutch Refugee System at Times of Crisis 

Funded by the Dutch Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations, the COA handles 
the reception of asylum seekers, while the Minister for Immigration and Asylum Policy 
is politically accountable (Bruquetas-Callejo et al., 2011). The COA actively interacts with 
other government bodies, including the Immigration and Naturalization Service (IND) and 
the Aliens Police. It houses asylum seekers at formal locations until the IND grants asylum, 
and the court makes a decision regarding their refugee status. In these reception centers 
(abbreviated as AZCs in Dutch), asylum seekers are provided with accommodation and 
some pocket money as well as guidance related to their asylum process (Geuijen, 2000).

The COA provides accommodation from the moment asylum seekers apply for asy-
lum until the point when either they must leave the country or they are granted a res-
idence permit. To apply for asylum in the Netherlands, asylum seekers must report to 
an IND application center. Once all the application procedures have taken place, they 
are given accommodation in an AZC. During a regular asylum process, asylum seekers 
are moved between shelters in their first months in the Netherlands. If the IND—af-
ter a legal procedure—establishes that an asylum seeker indeed needs protection, he 
or she will be given an asylum residence permit. Applicants usually receive a decision 
on their residence permit within six months. They then can look for a home outside 
the shelter, develop a more stable social network, and get to know others, including 
their Dutch neighbors, volunteers, and language teachers (Van Heelsum, 2017).

However, things changed with the increased influx of refugees looking for shelter in 
the Netherlands in 2015-16 (see Figure 1). Beginning in September 2015, a lack of ca-
pacity in formal COA institutions (the result of an earlier political decision to decrease 
the COA’s budget) meant the COA had to organize the intake of refugees on an ad hoc 
basis, in various temporary locations all over the country (Smets et al., 2017).

Figure 1. Number of refugees looking for asylum in the Netherlands
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The six-month waiting period had to be extended, the time for preparing and starting 
the asylum procedure had to be prolonged and refugees had to be accommodated in 
temporary reception centers.

The central government required Amsterdam to temporarily accept more asylum 
seekers than it usually does. The municipality had to set up four emergency shelters, 
and requested assistance from the Salvation Army. Although that organization had ex-
perience with setting up emergency shelters and assisting people in need, it was the 
first time it had organized a long-term shelter, keeping it open 24 hours a day, and 
constantly providing all the services: “Before we didn’t have a shelter for refugees, so 
it was completely new for us” (Volunteer coordinator at the Salvation Army). In April 
2016, after having regained capacity, the COA took over management of all the shelters 
in Amsterdam. It was crucial for the COA to regain control over a situation that—in its 
perspective and in the perspective of the formal authorities—had gotten out of hand. 
“For the daily operations, it is the COA’s responsibility because we are part of the refu-
gee chain and the Salvation Army is not” (COA team leader). The residents of the emer-
gency shelters faced significant changes with the takeover: for instance, stricter rules, 
fewer services provided, loss of quality and quantity of provided food, and restricted 
permits for voluntary initiatives to enter the shelters.

The housing of refugees in ad hoc, temporary reception centers resulted in two rele-
vant, rather opposing, reactions from the Dutch public: one that was unreceptive to the 
refugees, and one that welcomed them. In the winter of 2015-16, many protesters de-
scended on the streets, arguing against formal authorities’ top–down imposed plans to 
open large-scale refugee centers in close proximity to their neighborhoods (Bellaart et 
al., 2016; ISR, 2016). The formal policy to house refugees in large asylum accommoda-
tion centers in the Netherlands without much consultation with the host communities 
caused a lot of societal unrest, and hampered refugees’ integration into Dutch society 
(Bakker et al., 2016). The terrorist attacks that had taken place in European cities also 
had a great impact on how refugees—particularly those from Muslim backgrounds—
were perceived. The fear of others was reinforced by the rhetoric of right-wing politi-
cians, which led to anxieties about the future (Bolshova, 2016). 

Results:  Spontaneous Volunteering and Social Movements During the 
Refugee Crisis in Amsterdam

While some people feared the influx of refugees, many spontaneous, emergent citizen 
initiatives welcomed refugees and actively started to organize small-scale housing for 
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them. Since those initiatives were not organized in a controlled (and structured man-
ner), but were driven by emergent, informal, personal networks, the formal institutions 
had a difficult time integrating them into their crisis response. Although the COA and 
well-established civil society organizations, such as the Red Cross, the Salvation Army, 
and the VCA, were used to officially recruit volunteers, their requirements were per-
ceived as hurdles by citizens who wanted to spontaneously volunteer with refugees. 
For emerging initiatives, Facebook became the easiest and fastest way of recruiting 
volunteers: “I asked one of the members in our team to put something on Facebook. 
And there were already a lot of people who had emailed us that they wanted to do 
something” (Volunteer at Gastvrij Oost). “We also started a Facebook page event so that 
everybody who donated could see what we did with their donations. Also we hoped 
that people checking the page would donate and invite others too” (Spontaneous vol-
unteer at AMS Helpt).

Various bottom-up initiatives in Amsterdam activated numerous volunteers outside 
the formal organizations. They did not need third parties to recruit for their activities, 
as they could build on the growing protests and support for the rights of refugees, de-
spite the strict government policy. For most spontaneous volunteers, it was important 
to be involved in “hands-on” activities and see an immediate result of their work. Vol-
unteering in an organization that allowed them to do something good right now was 
important to these individuals: they wanted to do something “real.”

Although the COA was responsible for housing refugees in temporary centers, no 
organization was responsible for helping refugees reach an AZC. Refugees Welcome 
Amsterdam, a citizen initiative that emerged at Amsterdam Central Station, began fill-
ing this gap. One of the initiative’s founders elaborated on his motivation:

I always wanted to do something for my fellow people, and I love social 
contacts and helping people. When Zohair messaged me, I thought, Wow! 
Let’s see what we can do. Zohair is a good friend of mine, and we are just 
two Moroccan guys from Amsterdam East who came up with an idea to do 
something. (a founder of Refugees Welcome Amsterdam)

They started with small gestures such as collecting clothes and groceries to 
bring to the railway station where refugees had been arriving constantly since 
early September 2015. People passing by spontaneously started to assist in dis-
tributing the goods to refugees. 
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It is just amazing to be in that situation, to be part of something beautiful…
Many people thought, ooh it is far away from us, and we will not be con-
fronted with it. The Dutch population felt afraid because of this situation, 
and there was ignorance. (a founder of Refugees Welcome Amsterdam).

A spontaneous volunteer at Amsterdam Central Station, who was active in the early 
days of the crisis, stated:

When we arrived at Amsterdam Central Station, we saw that nothing was 
prepared or arranged, there was nothing. They [the refugees] could go to 
the police station where they received a ticket to Ter Apel [a large, existing 
COA refugee center]. […] We heard stories of people traveling 15 to 20 
days, tired and hungry, and it was so badly arranged for them, if at all. [One 
refugee] became emotional as he said that he could not believe how it was 
possible that a rich and developed country like the Netherlands was unable 
to act. (a spontaneous volunteer for Refugees Welcome)

Other volunteers joined local grassroots organizations such as Gastvrij Oost Amster-
dam, which collaborated with a local housing corporation and with the Meevaart, a 
local urban social movement, to house a small group of refugees. One of the founders of 
Gastvrij Oost pointed out that:

These are really interesting projects, grassroots projects, sort of democracy 
by doing, and each organization was challenging different things. And I 
thought it would be very good if we could connect to each other, and then 
we could learn from each other. So we made a community of practice. (a 
founder of Gastvrij Oost)

Gastvrij Oost was built on the idea of human rights, and it wanted to connect with 
refugees. It was working with the project Ongekend Bijzonder, an oral history project 
that has collected and recorded refugees’ stories. In 2015, Gastvrij Oost launched a tem-
porary small-scale residential facility called HOOST at the Mauritskade in Amsterdam 
East, which allowed a group of Syrian refugees to live in the neighborhood instead of in 
the COA’s asylum seeker center.

A similar initiative was Takecarebnb, founded as a start-up by two friends who had 
the idea that refugees (once their residence permits were granted) could temporarily 
live with host families instead of staying anonymously in refugee shelters while waiting 
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for permanent housing. Their idea was inspired by the popular online rental service in 
the sharing economy, Airbnb (Zervas et al., 2014). One of the founders stated:

You are in a good position when you have a relatively good life, good 
job, and you can give something back, you can offer something. Then the 
question really just becomes how, which way I can contribute best. So you 
feel the need to contribute. Not because you feel that it’s not done enough, 
or not because the government is failing, but more because you want to 
do something. (a founder of Takecarebnb)

Looking for Continuity: Towards a Hybrid Form of Organizing

As the crisis progressed, an increasing number of people became involved in various 
activities aimed at helping refugees in Amsterdam. Besides a general willingness to 
help others, one of the main reasons for becoming involved was a frustration with the 
top-down approach adopted by the formal administrations. Respondents agreed that 
the COA’s attitude towards helping refugees was very bureaucratic and that the agency 
did not facilitate the right cooperation and communication channels. The following ex-
emplifies participants’ answers on questions concerning the COA:

Yes, they are assigned by the government, but in a very political way. 
So the COA offers refugees housing and food, and that’s it. And then in 
bad housing, like in camps, and in former prison cells, and so on, and I 
think it’s also to scare off new refugees. ‘Don’t come to the Netherlands, 
because treatment is not so good,’ and that’s a very politically influ-
enced organization. And so we were talking about small-scale housing 
for refugees, and COA talks about this, that they would like this, or they 
see chances in this, but I don’t think they really want it, I don’t really 
think so. (a spontaneous volunteer at Gastvrij Oost)

Citizens mobilized themselves, building alternatives to the static, bureaucratic insti-
tutions. Our respondents opposed the negative reactions towards refugees by some 
Dutch citizens and political groups, and since they did not support their views, they 
were eager to show the exact opposite of what those groups stood for. They strong-
ly agitated against the formal procedure of asylum seeking, which takes months, and 
during which time there are no or very few activities organized for refugees. Most new 
initiatives advocated for a less-controlled way of working:
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Everybody is different in that perspective—what I noticed in the last few 
months, that we all have our own different interests. […] Sometimes, well, it 
doesn’t match, or you don’t want to bring your whole network in. So that is 
one thing, it’s interesting to discover, and it is interesting in this grassroots 
movement, I think. (a spontaneous volunteer at Refugees Welcome) 

However, when their activities started to grow, the founders of the spontaneous so-
cial movements struggled to uphold the informal modes of organizing. Gastvrij Oost, 
which started with a bottom–up approach to housing refugees, decided to register the 
initiative as a formal foundation, implementing some elements of hierarchical order 
including oversight and management meetings. As one founder explained:

Well, we have like in Gastvrij Oost, we have now...we have, like the man-
agement, it is a big word, but we are 5 people, and we meet each other 
every Monday...We have a board, like the board of a foundation, that con-
sists of three people, but they, we all work together with each other, so 
there is no hierarchy—no, there is not—and so we have this group of five 
people. (a founder of Gastvrij Oost)

Eventually, the question was whether the organization was really maintaining its 
flexibility as it tried to cope with the given situation while still satisfying the profes-
sionals, the stakeholders, and the community. A Takecarebnb volunteer argued:

“So that was like in the beginning, we needed to start two things, we needed 
to start building an organization and we needed to have an idea on what 
it was going to look like. And we were going to run a pilot, and based on 
the experience of the pilot, we were going to improve. Some things were 
conscious, but then it was organic as we went along and learned from the 
first pilot.” (a volunteer for Takecarebnb)

Initiative founders also revealed some problematic sides of their work that had to do 
with issues of accountability:

Many refugees asked for legal advice, and that is something we cannot give 
because we just don’t know. And that is what we had to communicate to 
our volunteers, not to say things if they were not sure about them. Espe-
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cially legal advice. (a volunteer for Refugees Welcome Amsterdam)

Over time, as the situation remained unclear, the spontaneous volunteers restricted 
themselves and their tasks, and, in fact, became much more focused and formal than 
one would expect given their open and flexible structure. Some initiatives (Refugees 
Welcome, Dutch Parcels for Refugees, and AMS Helpt) turned out to be temporary and 
committed only to short-term help, given their limited resources, energy, and time. As a 
founder of Refugees Welcome Amsterdam explained:

As long as the crisis continues, we will stand firm at the central station. We 
will wait for the refugees, and we will help them, especially the families. 
When the influx stops, we have discussed visiting refugee camps, but our 
main focus is the here and now. We do what we can when we are needed to 
do it. But we have no concrete plan for the future. We do things depend-
ing on the situation.  (a founder of Refugees Welcome Amsterdam)

Others (Gastvrij Oost and Takecarebnb, in particular) developed a conscious mode 
of professionalization. Division of labor and specialization became important for them 
over time. In order to be able to function in the long-term, fundraising activities and a 
paid labor force were implemented. This is a well-known pattern. Howard and Pratt-
Boyden (2013), who studied Occupy London, described how, over time, hierarchies 
occur within social movements, manifesting in “the emergence of stratification within 
a movement and submittance of the collective to hierarchy which is entrusted upon 
specific individuals” (Howard & Pratt-Boyden, 2013, p. 739).

Although the established crisis-response organizations struggled enormously with 
their own organization, some tried to find alternatives to their formal and static or-
ganizational structures, moving to a process of adaptation. There are signs that the 
need for institutional reform (Betts & Collier, 2018) is recognized by response organ-
izations. For example, the Red Cross, which assisted the COA in setting up the ad hoc 
temporary refugee camps, managed to include many spontaneous volunteers in its 
activities. Those who were not willing to join a social movement per se, but still want-
ed to help, could join the Red Cross’s novel initiative called Ready2Help (Schmidt 
et al., 2017). During the crisis, spontaneous volunteers who registered online were 
contacted by the Red Cross via email, SMS, or automated calls. The organization then 
asked whether they were available to provide specific assistance during the crisis. 
This new hybrid organizational form allowed volunteers to decide whether they 
could perform a certain task at a given place and time (Hasenfeld & Gidron, 2005).
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In May 2017, the COA announced that it was reducing its capacity to accommodate 
asylum seekers due to lower occupancy and expected refugee inflow (COA, 2017). How-
ever, while official initiatives are scaling down, there is concern about possible increas-
es in refugee numbers in the near future. COA Chairman, Gerard Bakker, speaking about 
both the reductions and the uncertainty, said in an annual report:

We have grown substantially together, so it’s important that we also 
downscale together. We learned a lot from each other, and therefore we 
became locally involved in this movement, with cities, volunteers, and lo-
cals. We will not just close the door behind us, because we will need each 
other again if the number of asylum seekers grows again unexpectedly. 
(COA, 2016; translation by the authors)

Discussion and Conclusion 

When, in 2016, the EU made a controversial deal with Turkey to block the flow of 
refugees into Europe, the influx slowed down. Yet, the refugee crisis is far from over. 
First, the many conflicts in the Middle East and Africa and the problematic econom-
ic situations in these regions will remain as the main cause of the displacement of 
millions of people. Tens of thousands of refugees are stuck in camps situated in the 
EU border countries of Greece and Italy as a result of the fortification of Europe 
(SOS Europe, 2014). Second, though the EU-Turkey deal aims to decrease the num-
ber of illegal migrants to Greece and to trade that stream for legal migrants, Turkey 
keeps deporting Syrian refugees and uses force to deny Syrian refugees entrance to 
its country (Heijer et al., 2016; Memisoglu & Ilgit, 2017). Third, the attempt at “rela-
beling” refugees as migrants (Crawley & Skleparis, 2018), and defining countries of 
origin as safe (Niemann & Zaun, 2018) has proven to be an unsustainable solution 
to the crisis. As a result, the international community is still struggling to find an-
swers to the burning problem of the broken refugee system (Betts & Collier, 2018). 
As long as there is no adequate fix, Europe will continue to face systemic, ongoing 
uncertainty filled with the unpredictable actions of a divided society.

This study reveals how formal institutions and organizations dealing with refu-
gees in Amsterdam (including those who regularly work with volunteers) adopt-
ed a top–down crisis approach to control the situation, but failed to connect their 
actions with spontaneous forms of volunteering. Although the emergent response 
reflected people’s desire to act, it also reflected their frustration with the formal in-
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stitutions. Intentionally or not, spontaneous volunteers offered alternatives to the 
more top–down oriented crisis management strategy of formal organizations and 
authorities that—for the volunteers—was an inhumane way of dealing with refu-
gees. For spontaneous volunteers, keeping the structures of the social movement 
open was pivotal. Yet the movement’s organization turned out to be challenging as 
volunteers struggled with the legitimacy and continuation of their initiatives.

Each time a crisis occurs, a new policy window emerges, which interest groups can 
use to challenge the status quo (Kingdon, 2003). In the end, the question remains, 
how can formal institutions and spontaneous civil society initiatives combine their 
activities into collective actions? Movements that became active during the refugee 
crisis might figure in the production of new trajectories of change. “That is, even 
when they are defeated or their time has passed, movements may leave legacies, 
elements of institutional orders and bits and pieces of paths not taken” (Schneiberg 
& Lounsbury, 2008, p. 651). I noticed that some initiatives during the refugee crisis 
established new identities and logics and developed creative solutions that enabled 
them (and others) to cope with organizational struggles and to realize new results. 
For example, new initiatives such as Ready2Help, developed by the Red Cross to 
utilize spontaneous volunteers, were attempts by the established (volunteering) 
organizations to reconsider their static organizational structures.

However, for a formal institution such as the COA, such changes are difficult 
because it has to meet the formal agreements it has made with the Dutch govern-
ment. Yet, as its leadership starts to recognize new possibilities, the COA has much 
to gain in terms of crisis governance. The crisis governance approach that focuses 
on coordination and collaboration (Dynes, 1994) has proven to be much more re-
silient than an approach that maintains the command and control doctrine. In this 
resilience perspective, rather than seeking to control social structures, response 
institutions are challenged to tap into local, spontaneous initiatives (Drabek & 
McEntire, 2003; Tierney, 2012). The resilience perspective emphasizes an adap-
tive approach that facilitates different transformative mechanisms, and allows 
new initiatives to emerge (Tierney, 2014). The transformative capacity goes 
beyond the mere adaptive capacity to adjust to changing external and internal 
processes, thereby allowing organizations to cross thresholds into new develop-
ment trajectories (Folke et al., 2010). Transformation of public institutions, how-
ever, requires recombining sources of experience and knowledge; it is difficult 
and political, never neutral (McNulty & Ferlie, 2004). For formal organizations, 
it means they have to forego the static, top–down approach and consider how to 
foster more flexible ways of organizing. For spontaneous civil society initiatives, 
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it means they have to find a balance between being a professional organization/
consolidating their image as professional organization and maintaining the com-
munity participation intrinsically related to their roots.

In conclusion, this research provides insights into how spontaneous volunteers 
in Amsterdam chose between different volunteer opportunities in the context of 
the refugee crisis. Despite what is often reported about the benefits of a command 
and control crisis response structure, the relevance of the less well-organized but 
flexible grassroots initiatives is undeniable. In the long run, it is crucial to invest 
in collaboration between formal and informal response activities in order to cre-
ate successful crisis governance, especially given the ambiguity of the dynamics of 
the refugee crisis and the changes in policies. If institutionalized refugee response 
organizations adapt to the dynamics of local conditions, they could create the con-
ditions for resilient solutions in the crisis context.





RESPONDING TO THE DUTCH ASYLUM CRISIS:
IMPLICATIONS FOR COLLABORATIVE WORK BETWEEN
CIVIL SOCIETY AND GOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATION

CHAPTER FOUR
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Responding to the Dutch Asylum Crisis: Implications 
for Collaborative Work between Civil Society and 
Governmental Organizations1, 2

Introduction

Between 2015 and 2016, the relatively steep increase in the arrival of asylum seek-
ers in Europe affected the ecology of organizations working with refugee reception. 
Organizations that, until then, were seemingly detached from each other because 
of their differing aims and missions came together and worked towards an efficient 
reception of refugees. Simultaneously, citizens objecting to EU reception policies 
and citizens welcoming refugees spontaneously organized themselves to assist new 
arrivals (Boersma, et al., 2018; Youkhana & Sutter, 2017). During this period, the 
European Commission3 decided not to apply the 2001 Temporary Protection Direc-
tive, an exceptional measure to provide immediate and temporary protection in the 
event of a mass influx of displaced people from non-EU countries unable to return 
to their country of origin4. European authorities failed to respond to the higher 
number of individuals requesting asylum and the societal discontent this caused. 
This situation was characterized by a lack of clear legislation or coordination of 
efforts among EU members (Boersma et al., 2018; Braun, 2017; Feischmidt et al., 
2019; Youkhana & Sutter, 2017). As Betts and Collier (2018) argue, the refugee re-
ception system was “broken,” full of weaknesses and in congruencies and unable to 
manage increasing numbers of refugees. What was called a “refugee crisis” was in 
fact an asylum system crisis due to the inability to deal with refugee displacement 
and subsequent arrival in Europe. Crisis governance literature shows that once a 
situation is categorized as a crisis, it is treated as a situation that needs to be con-
trolled (Van Buuren, et al., 2016). The Netherlands received 44,970 asylum appli-

1  I defined the research question, as well as its general scientific and social perspective and 
methodology. Two master’s students carried out the interviews using an interview topic list I wrote. I 
organized and moderated the co-creation meetings while members of the Refugee Academy took notes. 
I was responsible for the document and data analysis and exchanged ideas with my co-authors, Kees 
Boersma and Elena Ponzoni. I wrote the first draft (therefore, I am the first author) and revised it after 
comments from my co-authors. In this chapter, I helped to revise the article based on the comments of the 
different rounds of reviews by the journal.
2  Published as: Larruina, R., Boersma, K. & Ponzoni, E. (2019). ‘Responding to the Dutch asylum 
crisis: Implications for collaborative work between civil society and governmental organizations,’ Social 
Inclusion 7(2), pp. 53–63.
3  European Commission. (n.d.). Temporary protection. Migration and Home Affairs. Retrieved 
September 29, 2022, from https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/migration-and-asylum/common-
european-asylum-system/temporary-protection_en 
4  This directive was applied during the arrival of Ukrainian refugees in 2022.
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cations in 2015 (up from 24,495 in 2014 and around 13,000 in 2012 and 2013), 
most of which concerned refugees from Syria, Eritrea and Iraq (Eurostat, 2019). 
This sudden inflow meant that emergency shelters and asylum request processing 
facilities were urgently required (Boersma et al., 2018). The swift establishment 
of temporary asylum seeker centers was soon followed by public outcry in some 
areas. These circumstances gave added importance to the contributions of civil so-
ciety organizations (CSOs) already working in refugee reception, especially since 
collaboration between them and governmental organizations (GOs) was crucial for 
effective crisis management (Boersma et al., 2018).

Crisis and disaster studies have acknowledged that citizen volunteers play a ma-
jor role during crises (Drabek & McEntire, 2003; Dynes, 1994; Helsloot & Ruiten-
berg, 2004; Schmidt et al., 2017). The importance of citizen involvement can be 
seen when citizens converge to assist in damage assessment or provide general 
support to GOs (Kendra & Wachtendorf, 2003; Schmidt et al., 2017). The Disaster 
Research Center differentiates four types of organizations: established, expanding, 
extending, and emergent (Dynes, 1994; Schmidt et al., 2017). Established organiza-
tions are traditional response organizations carry out their regular tasks (e.g., the 
army). Expanding organizations have small permanent staff that can mobilize large 
numbers of volunteers when needed (e.g., the Red Cross). Extending organizations 
are those that perform tasks outside their intended roles (e.g., church groups). 
Emergent organizations have an unsteady group of volunteers performing non-reg-
ular or regular tasks in an improvised manner. During the asylum crisis, emergent 
civil society organizations (ECSOs) involved groups of individuals who came to-
gether for a specific purpose because the established CSOs were too formalized to 
provide support for their particular concerns. These groups often gave rise to new 
foundations or grassroots organizations with small financial aid from funds or lo-
cal governments. Note that in this chapter “CSO” has two meanings: when GOs and 
CSOs are discussed together, it is an umbrella term with two subcategories—estab-
lished CSOs and emergent ECSOs. However, when CSOs are discussed alone, it refers 
to established CSOs only. The interaction between CSOs (the umbrella term) and 
GOs is key to successful crisis management and governance (Boersma et al., 2018; 
COA, 2017; Drabek & McEntire, 2003; Jong & Ataç, 2017).

Across the EU, however, governmental responses to the influx of refugees led to formal, 
top-down “command and control” types of crisis management, with reduced under-
standings of how to integrate the knowledge and expertise of civil society actors into a 
coherent plan of action (Boersma et al., 2018). The Dutch response was no exception. 
In addition, the increase in refugee numbers accelerated a process that had been acti-
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vated a few years earlier. Before the crisis, the adverse effects of the institutionalized 
reception of asylum seekers in the Netherlands were addressed in diverse academic and 
policy papers (ACVZ, 2013; Larruina & Ghorashi, 2016; Ten Holder, 2012; WRR, 2015). 
Many of these critical works were acknowledged by official authorities, and there was 
a consequent shift in public and policy discussions and in the actual reception and in-
tegration of refugees. The main critique was that under the Central Agency for the 
Reception of Asylum Seekers (COA), newcomers lacked early integration opportuni-
ties, and the long waiting times and uncertainty caused further stress to their already 
complex situations (ACVZ, 2013). Debates began addressing the early inclusion and 
societal participation of asylum seekers and refugees, and brought together CSOs and 
GOs as active contributors (ACVZ, 2013; Ten Holder, 2012; WRR, 2015). I argue that the 
increased flow of refugees during 2015 and 2016 had a direct impact on this growing 
public discourse precisely because it increased the profile of these organizations and 
introduced a multitude of new actors into the field, mostly in the form of ECSOs.

Feischmidt et al. (2019, pp. 1–6) elaborate on the crisis in Europe by outlining four 
characteristics that encapsulate the main features of this period and delineating the 
current state of refugee reception. First, refugee arrivals entered the European public 
discourse. Refugees were in Europe, and they gave new insight into transnational prob-
lems and challenges that until then had apparently remained outside the continent. 
Second, civil society emerged as a central actor in practically all European countries 
(Pries, 2018). While it is well known that organizations were active prior to the crisis, 
they extended and adapted their missions during this period. At the same time, other 
groups appeared and organized themselves spontaneously (Youkhana & Sutter, 2017). 
Third, the interplay between micro- and macro-level activities increased, and it includ-
ed network of organizations. These networks integrated personal involvement with 
new moral and political mobilizations and conducted activities that ranged from local 
and small-scale assistance to media appearances. Lastly, the asylum crisis was a learn-
ing opportunity for all the involved actors. Individuals who became active in assisting 
often entered a process of politicization after learning about the broader context of the 
crisis, but state authorities and organizations also learned from their mutual position-
ing and interactions (Pries, 2018). Civil society perceived state responses to refugee 
arrivals as the outcome of failing refugee reception systems, while states recognized 
the value of civil society’s contributions (Boersma et al., 2018).

The asylum crisis caused polarized reactions in European and Dutch society 
alike. Some were based on public anxieties, while others stemmed from some-
thing more promising in the dynamism of these new players and initiatives. 
Alongside the more traditional and established actors in the field—municipal-
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ities, governmental agencies, established CSOs—many others acted: business-
es, neighborhood residents, social entrepreneurs, and bottom-up socio-cultural 
initiatives (Jong & Ataç, 2017). Many of these initiatives were active in creating 
opportunities for refugees and Dutch people to meet. For example, there were 
alternative Dutch language teaching programs, mentoring schemes, and em-
ployment projects (Rast & Ghorashi, 2018).

Roger Zetter (cited in Sigona, 2018 p. 456) argues that in this era of globali-
zation and forced migration, two parallel processes are taking place: the prolif-
eration of bureaucratic categories that seek to encapsulate forced displacement 
and the increasing precarity of the rights and entitlements of displaced people. 
These processes restrain the movements of refugees towards the Global North, 
and to a certain extent, they also define and frame the assistance that newly 
arrived refugees receive from both civil society and governmental organizations 
(Sigona, 2018). As seen during the asylum crisis, the work of safe- guarding ref-
ugees relies on civic involvement and organizational networks (Feischmidt et 
al., 2019; Pries, 2018). It is therefore particularly important to understand how 
the rise of ECSOs and their interplay with established CSOs altered the ecology 
of refugee reception during the crisis. As Pries (2018) points out, there is a need 
to better understand the patterns, but also the desirability, of both horizontal 
and vertical cooperation between different local groups, established NGOs, and 
state authorities (that is, between ECSOs, CSOs, and GOs).

By examining the experiences and perceptions of individuals actively involved 
with these three types of organizations during the crisis, this study contributes 
to the literature on crisis governance, collaborative governance, and CSO par-
ticipation (both established and emergent). I use a crisis governance lens to 
call for greater attention to the emergent, bottom-up, and indeed, connective 
actions ECSOs have with established CSOs and GOs. A crisis governance lens 
enables us to give meaning to and understand the roles of informal networks, 
spontaneous volunteers, and emergent organizations—in other words, the ways 
that people organize themselves in times of crisis when formal authorities fall 
short. After a theoretical discussion of crisis and collaborative governance and 
participatory spaces, I provide a brief outline of our methodological approach. 
Based on our qualitative and interpretative study conducted in 2017–2018, I 
address the following questions: What were the experiences of ECSOs, CSOs, 
and GOs during the 2015–2016 asylum crisis? Did their cooperation help bring 
about a more fundamental shift in Dutch refugee reception?
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Theoretical Framework

Crisis Governance

Crises are disruptions to peace and order in society. They manifest in diverse forms, 
from natural disasters and financial system failures to dramatic changes in refugee 
movements and numbers. According to Boin et al., (2016, p. 5), a crisis occurs when 
“a social system, a community, an organization, a policy sector, a country…experi-
ences an urgent threat to its basic structures or fundamental values, which harbours 
many ‘unknowns’ and appears to require a far-reaching response.” Crisis govern-
ance, then, concerns how government works to control a perceived crisis (Boin et 
al., 2016). It includes governments working towards remediating a crisis but also 
towards enhancing community resilience for future critical situations. Crisis govern-
ance appears as a set of intertwined governance challenges in which all the relevant 
organizations play a role. During crises, ruling authorities often rely on instrumen-
tation of the chaos, command, and control governance model (Drabek & McEntire, 
2003; Dynes, 1994; Helsloot & Ruitenberg, 2004). However, in recent years, that 
model has been challenged by the emergence of alternative forms of cooperation 
among different parties and the emergence of advising institutions, all of which have 
led to the continuity, coordination, cooperation crisis management model. This mod-
el suggests that governmental organizations should aim at solving the issues that 
generated the crisis rather than avoiding those issues, even if that means working 
through an initial period of disorder or confusion (Drabek & McEntire, 2003; Dynes, 
1994; Helsloot & Ruitenberg, 2004). Doing so allows governments to respond with 
greater flexibility and inventiveness so that they can adapt to the changing nature of 
social and organizational dynamics during different stages of a crisis. Effective re-
sponses, with synchronized forms of preparation and improvisation, can be assured 
by creating response structures that are ready to be triggered when needed.

Collaborative Governance

Refugee reception in the Netherlands is an established and highly institutionalized 
process (Geuijen, 1998; Larruina & Ghorashi, 2016; Ten Holder, 2012). To clarify 
whether the asylum crisis brought new opportunities to achieve durable collabora-
tion between different stakeholders in refugee reception, it is useful to examine the 
concept collaborative governance. Theories of collaborative governance help to fur-
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ther conceptualize the  relation between ECSOs, CSOs, and GOs because they provide 
elements for understanding the complexity of interactions between heterogeneous 
stakeholders. Collaborative governance allows different organizations to work to-
gether and agree on solutions while assisting policymakers and practitioners in tar-
geting problems and delivering action more effectively. According to Thompson (as 
cited in Thomson & Perry, 2006, p. 23), collaboration is an informal or formal process 
of negotiation between independent actors. It enables the creation of structures to 
define and manage their relationships and how they act on the issue that brought 
them together. In the specific case of collaborative governance, it is a practice that 
brings multiple stakeholders together in spaces where public agencies engage in a 
general agreement-oriented and decision-making process (Ansell & Gash, 2008, pp. 
543–544). Stoker (as cited in Ansell & Gash, 2008) refers to collaborative governance 
as the rules around collective decision-making. Gray (1989, p. 5) argues that collabo-
ration is a process in which actors who  have different perspectives on a problem can 
explore their differences and seek answers that go beyond their own interests and 
understandings. The asylum crisis created a favorable environment for the formation 
of temporary and emergent collaborations between ECSOs, CSOs, and GOs. Burke and 
Morley (2016) note that where there is a new and complex environment, temporary 
collaborations connecting different organizations to a shared goal often prove to be 
effective (Burke & Morley, 2016). However, such collaborations usually lack planning 
and therefore tend to rely on spontaneous actions to coordinate activities (Beck & 
Plowman, 2014, p. 1235). Emergent collaboration appears in a context where organ-
izations are under pressure to respond to conditions that require contributions from 
multiple stakeholders (Beck & Plowman, 2014, p. 1235). These collaborative arrange-
ments progress rapidly during critical situations, and the interactions between actors 
develop organically through the immediate exchange of information and resources.

CSOs and Participatory Spaces

To understand the role of CSOs in the broader context of refugee reception and inte-
gration, it is important to note  their capacity to participate and the possible obstacles 
to their participation in an environment mostly dominated by GOs. According to Rast 
and Ghorashi (2018), refugee  reception through the active engagement of newcomers 
in CSO activities offers a more inclusive approach than that usually used by GOs. How-
ever, such initiatives face numerous internal and external challenges that limit inclu-
sive practices. For example, despite the proliferation of new opportunities for citizen 
engagement in different policy processes (Gaventa, 2006; Rast & Ghorashi, 2018),   par-
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ticipation alone does not always result in better inclusion in a specific policy sector, in 
this case, that of migrants and refugees. The development of the  role of CSOs in refugee 
reception appears to be in line with what is usually described as the Dutch participation 
society (RMO, 2013). However, community engagement is often seen as a replacement 
for government action and funds (RMO, 2013; Skinner & Fleuret, 2011). In continental 
Europe, government withdrawal has resulted in an increased emphasis on the respon-
sibility of citizens—and voluntary organizations, as the most direct expression of the 
commitment of citizens—without funding and/or assigning those organizations the 
formal task of service delivery. In other words, state reductions in welfare and social 
support tend to be accompanied by policy discourses centered on pluralism, citizen re-
sponsibility, and a celebration of the synergy between the state, the private sector, and 
voluntary resources (Skinner & Fleuret, 2011).

Neoliberal policy studies have generated much literature evaluating the risks and 
advantages of a more prominent role for community engagement in social support 
systems. The merits of community participation projects include smaller-scale opera-
tions, more pluralized forms of support, improved responsiveness to local needs, and 
increased capacity to build, engage, and empower local communities (Mitchell, 2001; 
Trudeau, 2008). However, these virtues can be compromised when community engage-
ment becomes a tool of welfare support, leading to the risk that CSOs become an arm 
of the state apparatus (Hanlon, Rosenberg, & Clasby, 2007; Peeters & Drosterij, 2011; 
Trommel, 2009). Cooperation assets that are shared between CSOs and GOs should 
thus be organized to preserve CSOs’ capacities to act as spaces of resistance, and to 
ensure “openness to alternative standpoints and active incorporation of different, mar-
ginalized voices from the periphery into a sector traditionally dominated by society 
mainstream groups” (Wolch, 1999, p. 29). This requires a critical reconsideration of 
participatory spaces and cooperative assets between CSOs, and GOs, one that attends 
to questions of power (Hardy & Clegg, 2006; Hardy & Leiba-O’Sullivan, 1998) in its 
analysis of the relations between these groups and stakeholders.

Gaventa (2006) elaborates on three types of participatory spaces for citizen initia-
tives: closed spaces, invited spaces, and created spaces. Closed spaces are where deci-
sions are taken by policymakers without input from other stakeholders. Invited spaces 
constitute a shift from closed to open spaces. Here other stakeholders are invited to take 
part and contribute their views. Created spaces are devised by those with less power 
or influence over a particular issue. Cornwall (2002, p. 17) refers to created spaces as 
“spaces that emerge more organically out of sets of common concerns or identifica-
tions….These may be ‘sites of radical possibility’ where those who are excluded find a 
place and a voice.” The interplay between closed, invited, and created spaces presents 
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challenges to the interactions between ECSOs, CSOs, and GOs. To contest closed spaces, 
ECSOs and CSOs may demand greater transparency and accountability, as well as more 
democratic structures (Gaventa, 2006). Invited spaces might require that these organ-
izations negotiate and collaborate while seeking a degree of independence. However, 
they should be able to decide when to enter and leave such spaces, which would pre-
serve their capacity to operate in different spaces and generate change in each.

Both crisis and collaborative governance provide elements to understand the relations 
between ECSOs, CSOs, and GOs. Collaborative governance allows different organizations 
to work together on specific problems while assisting policymakers and practitioners. 
Similarly, the interaction between different participatory spaces puts questions of pow-
er at the heart of any engagement between CSOs and GOs (Hardy & Clegg, 2006; Hardy 
& Leiba-O’Sullivan, 1998). Thus, it is important to reflect on the experiences of ECSOs, 
CSOs, and GOs during the asylum crisis in order to see if those engagements brought a 
change in dynamics between organizations dealing with refugee reception.

Crisis governance employs a multi-actor perspective to study crisis preparation, 
prevention, response, recovery, and accountability. It also studies the role that cit-
izens and new technologies can play in different crisis phases (Drabek & McEntire, 
2003; Dynes, 1994; Helsloot & Ruitenberg, 2004). Furthermore, participation as 
joint consultations or practices through which different actors can contribute to cri-
sis remediation is an important angle for studying the dynamics between different 
organizational actors. Such participation opportunities give space for more plural-
ized forms of support and the capacity to build, engage, and empower local commu-
nities (Mitchell, 2001; Trudeau, 2008).

Research Approach and Methods

This chapter is drawn from a case study involving individuals from ECSOs, CSOs, and GOs 
taking part in research activities at the Refugee Academy, a part of the Institute for Societal 
Resilience at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. The study’s objectives were to identify crisis 
response practices that could be applied to the asylum crisis and other crisis situations and 
to determine if those responses would contribute to a more fundamental shift in Dutch 
refugee reception. As exploratory research conducted within the academy’s Refugee Crisis 
Governance research stream, the project was based primarily on qualitative and interpreta-
tive methods (Denscombe, 2014; Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2015). These included the anal-
ysis of data from two meetings with panel discussions, twelve semi-structured follow-up 
interviews, and document analysis (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). Panel discussions allowed us 
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to bring in different actors with extensive knowledge and expertise on the asylum crisis. 
Semi-structured interviews offered informants a relaxed and personalized approach, which 
provided flexibility in how discussion topics were introduced. Lastly, document analysis 
enabled the contextualization and triangulation of our research (Bowen, 2009). Findings 
were corroborated by analyzing data collected through different methods. 

In June 2017, during its first meeting, the Refugee Academy organized a roundta-
ble on the governance of the 2015–2016 asylum crisis. It was moderated by one of 
this chapter’s authors, an expert in crisis governance and organization sciences. Of 
the nine other participants, two were from different local governments, three from 
other universities, two from ECSOs, and two from CSOs. In November 2017, another 
meeting on crisis governance was organized. It had a panel with individuals from 
three ECSOs, two CSOs, and two GOs and was moderated by one of the authors. 
During February– March 2018, follow-up interviews were arranged with relevant 
interviewees identified through contacts from the Refugee Academy. A list of 45 
potential respondents was created based on their organizations and roles during 
the crisis. Of these, 15 individuals did not reply, 18 did not see enough connection 
between their work and the potential interviews, and 12 agreed to be interviewed. 
However, these 12 were mainly from CSOs and, of those, mostly ECSOs. While GO 
respondents were open to discussing their experiences during the crisis in the first 
Refugee Academy meeting (in June 2017), by the second meeting four months later, 
they proved harder to attract. By January–March 2018, none of our GO contacts, 
including those who had taken part in previous activities, were willing to be inter-
viewed. Paradoxically, many of these organizations were still eager to contribute to 
other activities organized by our research group, just not those activities concerned 
with the asylum crisis and related questions. The interviews were conducted in 
Dutch and followed an interview guide created to consider the operationalization 
of the central concepts of this study. The aim was to identify recurring topics and 
develop an overview of the different perceptions, views, and opinions. To system-
atize and analyze the data gathered, I used the grounded theory approach, which 
allows theory to be developed from the data, instead of the opposite. This induc-
tive method (e.g., from the specific to the general) guided rather than determined 
our analysis (Gioia et al., 2013). The interviews were transcribed and translated 
into English by native Dutch speakers. The empirical findings are based on selected 
quotes from the meeting reports and the interviews that show common patterns, 
topics, and subjects.
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Results

Setting the Scene: Dutch Refugee Reception During the Crisis

Whether emergent or established, CSOs assist refugees through advocacy, the provi-
sion of extra services, and the help of volunteers (Fleischmann & Steinhilper, 2017). 
They may include experts who can act to represent the interests of refugees without 
the regulatory constraints of GOs. CSOs can provide a degree of flexibility and adapt-
ability that GOs cannot. Moreover, these organizations play a key role in refugee re-
ception and integration because they assist refugees after their arrival (Garkisch et al., 
2017). Not only do CSOs adapt to immediate refugee needs and possibilities, but they 
play a useful role in connecting refugees to other relevant individuals and organiza-
tions. CSOs aim to be a bridge, a link between their experiences and futures in the host 
society (Fleischmann & Steinhilper, 2017; Larruina & Ghorashi, 2016; Rast & Ghorashi, 
2018). During the crisis, ECSOs supported or interacted with CSOs such as the Dutch 
Council for Refugees or the Red Cross (Boersma et al., 2018). Some ECSOs collected 
donations and sent aid packages to Greece and other European countries. Other or-
ganizations focused on improving refugee integration in local communities, greeting 
and assisting refugees when they arrived in town, or facilitating temporary stays for 
refugees with Dutch host families. Some other ECSOs provided community housing or 
opportunities for encounter and connection with the neighborhood, both in physical 
spaces and through online communities. The key Dutch GOs involved were the COA, 
the Immigration and Naturalization Service (IND), and the local governments.

CSOs were asked to assist GOs with the reception of refugees during the crisis. Starting 
in September 2015, the accommodation of asylum seekers took place in new locations 
because the COA’s centers lacked the capacity (Boersma et al., 2018). Though the law stat-
ed that applicants should receive a decision on their residency status within six months, 
the time to complete the process was prolonged during the crisis, and refugees had to 
be accommodated in temporary reception centers. In Amsterdam, the city government 
set up four emergency shelters and requested assistance from the Salvation Army. By 
April 2016, the COA had increased its capacity, and it took over management of all the 
Amsterdam shelters (Boersma et al., 2018). Finally, in May 2017, the COA announced that 
its operations would be reduced due to lower occupancy and expectations for reduced 
refugee inflow in the future (COA, 2017). However, while some initiatives were scaling 
down, other stakeholders expressed less certainty about future refugee numbers. This 
was clearly expressed by COA chairman Gerard Bakker, who spoke of both the experience 
of community groups and the need to remain ready for future developments:
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We learned a lot from each other, and therefore we became locally involved 
in this movement, with cities, volunteers, and locals. We will not just close 
the door behind us, because we will need each other again if the number of 
asylum seekers grows again unexpectedly. (COA, 2017; authors’ translation)

Additionally, the Advisory Committee on Migration Affair’s (ACVZ, 2018) work plan 
for 2017 focused on what the Dutch Minister of Justice called “Migration Management 
2030.” Indeed, authorities remained concerned about future migration and sought ad-
vice on how to develop a stable long-term migration system that would assist them in 
planning their work and services accordingly.

Circumstantial Elements and Crisis Governance

Our findings reveal circumstantial (specific to an organization’s context) and inter-or-
ganizational elements that played a crucial role in the work of ECSOs, CSOs, and GOs dur-
ing the crisis. It is clear that their experiences require a shift in our attention to what I 
call meso- and micro- level organizational dynamics. 

Location and Anticipation

During the Refugee Academy meetings, participants from ECSOs, CSOs, and GOs dis-
cussed their impressions and experiences of the asylum crisis. This was one of the 
few opportunities they had to talk about the topic with people from other organiza-
tions. Their shared impressions related to the predictability of the crisis and its percep-
tion as mostly an urban experience:

What was striking was that there was a lot of talking about the crisis, while 
I was thinking by [sic] myself, if we have a crisis, it is a crisis of organi-
zations and how we fix things and in what way we are prepared and not 
prepared to [sic] things that, from my view, we could have seen coming. 
(Respondent 6, interview)

The crisis did not come as a surprise to most respondents. In fact, they noted several 
conditions that were present before the increase in refugee arrivals, and they had foreseen 
subsequent developments and implications. This foreknowledge made respondents critical 
of the actual refugee crisis, but many agreed that although the handling of the crisis was 
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clearly unfortunate, it had, nonetheless, brought positive outcomes. Some said the crisis 
was a “blessing in disguise” (ISR, 2017a). This was clearly realized by the coming together 
of independent individuals and local initiatives that otherwise would have never interacted.

Assessment of Needs and Definition of Roles

Respondents representing CSOs that had been present in Dutch society for a few 
years reflected on the impact of events portrayed in the media and the subsequent 
surge in calls to inquire about volunteering opportunities. This hindered the already 
overburdened workload of established organizations. At times, it created new obsta-
cles or contradictory situations:

Certain events portrayed in the media stirred public opinion and helped 
to increase the numbers of volunteers willing to help established local 
community organizations and projects, or in the launch of new initia-
tives. Established NGOs/charity organizations [CSOs] sometimes viewed 
the sudden increase in new volunteers and initiatives [ECSOs] as interfer-
ing with their work. (ISR, 2017b)

During the roundtables, participants spoke of their frustration with the lack of re-
sources not only for receiving refugees but for integrating them into the community as 
soon as possible. They often elaborated on their roles during the crisis, but they also 
discussed how they might address this issue:

“For all organizations, it is important to know how to give help, but also 
to provide refugees with the re- sources for self-help wherever possible. To 
achieve the latter, it is essential to recognize what abilities people already 
have and build on them. This re- minds workers, in turn, to listen to refu-
gees—their views, experiences, and contributions—as a means of making 
refugee reception more just and sustainable.” (ISR, 2017a)

All respondents noted the importance of achieving a genuine understanding of ref-
ugee needs rather than making assumptions that do not include the perspectives of 
refugees themselves. Many felt that the involvement of new actors—ECSOs—would fa-
cilitate better communication with refugees and, therefore, better needs assessments. 
This might be achieved by bringing together like- minded organizations and individuals 
to enhance learning and cooperation activities:
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Many participants noted that we often tend to organize initiatives for refugees rather 
than with them. We need a great deal more reflection on this. It is time to see part of our 
work as listening to and involving refugees in our discussions, decisions, and projects. 
All participants agreed [ECSOs, CSOs, and GOs]. (ISR, 2017b)

In the report from the second meeting (ISR, 2017b), there is a clear realization that 
organizational and individual learning processes should involve not only the host soci-
ety but refugees themselves, and as soon as they arrive. The concept of co-ownership 
may prove interesting in this context, insofar as it suggests a shift from providing help 
by just giving to providing help by asking what is needed. In other words, there is a 
growing understanding that reception and integration are two-way processes.

Inter-Organizational Elements: Opportunities for Collaborative 
Governance?

Working Separately to Achieve Similar Aims

When asked what the organizations had experienced during the crisis in relation to oth-
er stakeholders, participants recognized that GOs interacted with and learned from the 
work and practices of ECSOs, CSOs, or other governmental counterparts:

“Governmental organizations learned a great deal by going into the field 
and working with initiatives and municipalities. This is a process that had 
started before the refugee crisis, but it was developed further and faster 
during this period. On the other hand, there was evidence that the good 
intentions of local governments can sometimes produce unintended (nega-
tive) results. For instance, the actions of municipalities of- ten foment com-
petition and/or conflict between initiatives [mostly ECSOs]. (ISR, 2017b)

Though GOs and CSOs had started coming together before the 2015–2016 period, this 
process accelerated during the asylum crisis. Paradoxically, this sometimes produced 
unintended consequences, as the previous ex ample indicates. By funding new projects, 
local governments sometimes stimulated competition between different initiatives.

The respondents emphasized not only the contact between different types of organi-
zations (GO and CSO), but also the interactions between organizations belonging to the 
same sector (CSO–CSO or GO–GO). In the following example, you can see evidence of 
strained relations between established and emergent CSOs:
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There appeared to be little recognition of the long experience and knowl-
edge built within the NGOs themselves. For that reason, it is crucial to re-
think and re-design the relations between established NGOs, like Vluch-
telingenwerk [Dutch Council for Refugees], and more “fluid” community 
initiatives [ECSOs] so that the positive potential of the latter is realized and 
interconnected with the experience of the first. (ISR, 2017b)

Where lines of communication between CSOs and GOs were inadequate, collaborative ef-
forts sometimes suffered or ended in conflict. One respondent described a lack of support 
from relevant organizations and the bureaucratic rules that obstructed clear communication:

Sometimes there was a clear guideline communicated from the national 
organizations to the local ones. Then there is someone you know and that 
you can call. But the bureaucracy was very burdensome; there is someone 
behind a desk who says, “Rules are rules.” (ECSO Respondent 3, interview)

Our research shows that where horizontal cooperation and collaboration occurred, 
experienced organizations could assist the less experienced in establishing themselves 
and launching their programs.

Opportunities for Change Through ECSO and CSO Participation

Although the circumstantial and inter-organizational evidence show elements that 
limited the work of CSOs and GOs, the Refugee Academy meetings and the interviews 
indicate the beginning of a shift towards enabling CSO inclusion in an organizational 
ecosystem composed mostly of GOs. This change is seen mainly in the sharing of best 
practices and the focusing on local rather than central governments.

Opportunities for Change at the Meso-Level: Unexpected Partners and Local Governments

Respondents acknowledged that the asylum crisis presented an opportunity to rethink 
approaches to refugee reception. They highlighted the importance of under- standing 
the need for different organizational roles as part of a larger set of stakeholders and 
processes. This could be applied to the relation between homogenous or heterogene-
ous organizations (i.e., the interplay among organizations belonging to the same or dif-
ferent sectors) but also to the relationship between organizations and refugees. First, 
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this opportunity [the asylum crisis] brought onto the organizational stage local and pri-
vate initiatives [ECSOs] dealing with different issues regarding refugees. Second, mu-
nicipalities are more involved in refugee reception than before; they are taking respon-
sibility and initiative. These elements are generating the conditions for a larger shift 
in thinking about the meaning and effects of greater public participation. (ISR, 2017a)

Many of the interviews stressed the relevance of establishing and sustaining a good rela-
tionship with local governments, often noting that the relatively small size of the municipal-
ities allowed them to interact and obtain immediate answers to their needs and requests:

Yes, in some municipalities it is a bit easier because they are smaller. That 
makes it easy to get to them, to reach them. Everything I say isn’t about my 
interaction, but what I see in the field. I have a pretty good relationship 
with the municipality….They are also open  to processes and new things. 
(CSO Respondent 5, interview)

Regarding the specific actions taken during the crisis, participants mostly agreed 
that traditional decision channels should be modified, from being top-down to be-
ing bottom-up. Both Refugee Academy meeting reports also acknowledged the ne-
cessity of collaborative spaces and a better definition of roles, which might clarify 
responsibilities and help to draw an organizational map showing all the relevant 
stakeholders and their relation to one another. In this context, most respondents 
defined their  roles by focusing on what could have been done better and in what 
manner. The inter-organizational connections that emerged during the asylum cri-
sis were central, and participants identified three conditions required to facilitate 
those connections: focusing on positive people, having a can-do attitude, and local 
governments assuming a coordinating role.

Opportunities for Change at the Micro-Level: Human Capital and 
Tailored Actions

While acknowledging the conditions required to facilitate governance and share best 
practices, respondents elaborated on how this could start at the micro-level. They par-
ticularly emphasized the importance of personal alliances. One respondent felt that, 
despite the differences between organizations, all stakeholders should focus on connec-
tions between individuals or groups that work well together and pursue the same goals:
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Regardless of the (type) of organization, there are always people you can 
connect with, who can make a difference. Working together towards an 
inclusive system boils down to finding those people and keeping in touch 
with the network one establishes. We should invest in creating structures in 
which people can find each other and build durable networks. (ISR, 2017b)

Moreover, many respondents recognized the benefit of tailoring their actions to spe-
cific situations rather than following a generic procedure. Others underlined the impor-
tance of networking to seek solutions to problems or possible points of collaboration. 
One respondent highlighted the importance of personal contacts not only to facilitate 
their work but to connect refugees with the larger host society. As another individu-
al observed, “networks” might refer to other organizations or to individual volunteers. 
Some networks might even include employees from GOs. However, active collaboration 
with GOs proved more elusive due to their bureaucratic challenges:

If you don’t know how to find each other, a lot of time and energy will 
be lost….If you are all doing the same thing and you don’t know it. 
You need some sort of coordination, and you have to find each other. 
(ECSO Respondent 11, interview)

This research shows that to obtain a quick answer or solution to a problem, respond-
ents regularly used their networks to reach the right person in the relevant organiza-
tion. Despite, or perhaps because of, these informal tactics, such contact often led to 
greater collaboration and more positive outcomes.

While these reports and interview fragments present patterns observed in a specific 
setting, they have much to tell us about how ECSOs, CSOs, and GOs interacted during the 
asylum crisis and what their reflections and considerations reveal about the larger Dutch 
response. Our evidence suggests that these interactions hold the potential for future col-
laboration and, more specifically, for more inclusive practices regarding CSOs. The impli-
cations for refugee reception and organizational ecology are addressed in the next section.

Conclusion

This research examined the differing roles and experiences of ECSOs, CSOs, and GOs 
during the Dutch asylum crisis. The data shows that the coming together of these 
organizations may mark the beginning of a shift that enables the inclusion of ECSOs 
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and CSOs in an organizational ecosystem that before the crisis, was mostly dominated 
by GOs. This change occurred mainly because of a focus on local rather than central 
government initiatives and because stakeholders sought to network, collaborate, and 
share best practices. The crisis provided an opportunity to reconsider the challenges 
of refugee reception, where the participation of ECSOs, CSOs, and refugees themselves 
could be invited and actively encouraged.

From a crisis management perspective, understanding the contributions of ECSOs 
and CSOs could assist GOs in moving away from the command-and-control approach to 
crisis and towards better planned and coordinated practices. In a crisis management 
model that favors coordination, new opportunities for collaboration and resource op-
timization between ECSOs, CSOs, and GOs would be possible (Boersma et al., 2018; 
Drabek & McEntire, 2003). This could enable interactions between heterogeneous 
stakeholders while making the most of their human, social, and logistical resources. 
Although incorporating new actors can sometimes hamper the work of established ac-
tors, a well-supported plan of action/interaction could help mitigate early difficulties, 
with much to be gained as actors learn to work together. Therefore, it is arguable that 
after a crisis, or indeed during any non-crisis period, there is an opportunity to put 
inclusive and collaborative relations (Rast & Ghorashi, 2018) into place in anticipation 
of future needs. What can be said with certainty is that the asylum crisis brought a new 
awareness of the importance of collaborative assets.

More specifically, the empirical findings suggest real possibilities for CSOs and local 
GOs to work together. This could be achieved in part because municipalities are smaller 
and less bureaucratic than the central government, often making it quicker and easier 
for ECSOs and CSOs to access decision makers and resources. Indeed, many respondents 
described micro-level interactions that focused on, and reinforced, contacts and relations 
in local government as well as other community agencies.

Turning to the broad issue of participation, the asylum crisis created “closed spaces” 
where only governmental organizations, such as the COA and the municipalities, were 
involved (Boersma et al., 2018). These became “invited spaces” once CSOs were asked 
to assist. However, while the promise to leave that “invited space” open for future inter-
actions was clearly expressed in the 2017 COA statement and in the Refugee Academy 
meeting it seems that the perception of ongoing collaboration was not shared by all.

As our study indicates, there are opportunities for collaboration among ECSOs, 
CSOs, and GOs during both crisis and non-crisis periods. Such collaborative gov-
ernance could offer the possibility of shared spaces to exchange best practices on a 
long-term basis, one that could foster a sustainable form of refugee reception and 
integration by contributing to policy changes and best practice guidelines. Howev-
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er, these opportunities are weakened by seemingly divergent organizational priori-
ties. This gives added urgency to the need for civil society and governments to work 
together during non-crisis periods so they can be ready for any future asylum crisis.

Future research needs to determine to what extent our findings apply to other pol-
icy sectors and/or stages of a (asylum) crisis. In addition, because of the differences 
between ECSOs, CSOs, and GOs, research should allow for the fact that each may pres-
ent differently depending upon whether it is considered separately or with the others. 
In other words, considering them together may mask internal or external factors that 
might otherwise be visible. With that caveat, I argue that by examining micro- and me-
so-level opportunities between ECSO, CSOs, and GOs, it is possible to identify the con-
ditions for a change in Dutch refugee reception. This change can be contextualized in an 
organizational ecology that includes the effort and commitment of individuals, most of 
whom share a desire to assist refugees without bureaucratic constraints. Their work 
and indeed this research are made more important because they coincide with current 
and highly polarized public debates about the reception and inclusion of refugees.
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Box-ticking Exercise or Real Inclusion? Challenges of 
Including Refugees’ Perspectives in EU Policy1, 2

Introduction

The twentieth and twenty-first centuries have seen significant movements of 
individuals from their countries of birth due to natural disasters, economic ine-
quality, war, and political conflicts. This era has been called “the era of mobility” 
(Urry 2007) or “the age of the refugee” (Said 2001:173). Since 2000, migrant 
reception and integration has been one of the most significant topics in contem-
porary political and public debates in Western society, especially in Europe and 
the United States. And once migrants and refugees have overcome all the legal 
and formal obstacles to settling in their host societies, their journey is far from 
over. As Priya Kissoon (2010) states, “Arriving to safety often entails a dramatic 
devaluation of refugees’ human capital and social status: a flight from persecu-
tion to destitution” (p. 4). Refugees face challenges of equal participation and 
inclusion in their new societies (Ghorashi 2015). These challenges are related 
to the (often subtle but sometimes blatant) exclusionary mechanisms ingrained 
in practices and categories of thought that limit equal participation and recog-
nition of migrants’ contributions. Including migrant voices in ways that make a 
difference is a fundamental part of the core values of democratic societies (Gho-
rashi 2010a). In line with this, Iris Young (2006) connects two principles of so-
cial justice to the very fundaments of democracy: the right to self-determination 
and the right to self-development. The first principle is related to individuals’ 
opportunities for equal access to societal resources, and the second is connect-
ed to their freedom to pursue life in their own ways. However, to ensure these 
opportunities and freedoms do not bring harm to others they have to remain 
within pertinent legal and moral frameworks (Ghorashi 2010a). 

Since 2015, refugees’ struggles to cross European borders have shown a dif-

1 I defined the research question, its general scientific and social perspective and methodology. I 
created the interview guide while one of my master’s students undertook the interviews. We engaged 
in some observations together while I was responsible for the document and data analysis. I wrote 
the first draft (therefore, I am the first author) and revised it after several rounds of comments by my 
co-author, Halleh Ghorashi. In this chapter, I also helped to revise the article based on the comments 
of the different rounds of reviews by the book editors.
2 Published as: Larruina, R., & Ghorashi, H. (2020). Box-Ticking Exercise or Real Inclusion? Challenges 
of Including Refugees’ Perspectives in EU policy. In E. M. Gozdziak, I. Main, & B. Sutter (Eds.), Europe and 
the Refugee Response: A Crisis of Values? (pp. 128-148). (Routledge Studies in Development, Mobilities 
and Migration). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429279317-9 
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ferent side of the era of mobility, one that accentuates the interface of mobil-
ity with inequality and shows the paradoxes in governing mobility and bor-
ders. The reception and integration of migrants and refugees has therefore 
become a much-debated issue among academic researchers and policymakers 
(Feischmidt et al., 2019; Larruina et al., 2019). Despite different policy ap-
proaches (from target group to mainstream, generic policies) (Jacobs & Rea 
2007; Scholten et al. 2017), most countries adopt a “top-down” approach to 
integration (Korac, 2003) on the national level (Scholten 2018). Nonetheless, 
the top-down, state-centric approach is currently shifting towards a multi-level 
governance approach in which increasing prominence is given to local govern-
ance (Zapata-Barrero et al., 2017).

Regardless of the approach taken, existing integration policies consider the 
experiences and needs of migrants and refugees. An example of multi-level gov-
ernance that tries to consider the central role of migrants and refugees is the 
European Migrant Advisory Board (EMAB, also called the “Board” in this chap-
ter). This pilot is an initiative of the Partnership on Inclusion of Migrants and 
Refugees (from now on, “the Partnership”) and is financially supported by the 
Open Society Foundations (European Commission n.d.; Open Society Founda-
tions 2019). The EMAB’s aim is to include former migrants’ and refugees’ voices 
in European policymaking and thereby contribute to their advocacy activities 
(Larruina & Berg 2018). Though the EMAB advises the Partnership, it is not part 
of that collective. Its ultimate goal is to propose and implement ways for better 
managing the integration of migrants and refugees, considering the needs and 
challenges of cities in particular. The Partnership, on the other hand, includes 
cities and countries as well as European associations.

This chapter discusses our study of the EMAB’s initial work, focusing on the 
possibilities and constraints the members encountered in their efforts to con-
tribute and bring their perspectives and experiences to the Partnership. Despite 
the EMAB’s name, eight of the nine initial members had refugee backgrounds, 
and its activities were strongly focused on refugee integration policies; therefore, 
I see this case as an example of refugee inclusion. Our study was guided by the 
following question: What are the challenges and opportunities of including refu-
gees’ perspectives in EU policy? Answering this question contributes to the un-
derstanding of the complexities of including lesser-heard voices in policymaking. 

After a theoretical discussion, methodological reflexions are presented and then 
the experiences of EMAB. The final section discusses the implications of our data.
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Power, Participation, and Co-Creation

A major debate about the challenges and opportunities in the creation of spaces 
for inclusion, spaces that create chances for refugees’ experiences and expert 
perspectives to tackle the blind spots of policy, is to what extent these spaces are 
real in their inclusionary promise and do not remain a mere symbolic practice. 
In the following, I present theoretical approaches of visible and invisible forms 
of power and discuss various concepts (such as deep democracy and co-creation) 
related to the conditions of inclusion. 

Visible and Invisible Power 

How should scholars understand the challenges of including refugees’ perspectives with-
in the complex structures where EU policy is made? Inclusion always involves power re-
lations; however, there are many approaches to power in the academic literature (Hardy 
& Leiba-O’Sullivan 1998). Lukes’s (1974) three-dimensional power is useful for exploring 
several ways that power is at play. The first dimension of power emphasizes decision-mak-
ing on matters involving a visible conflict of interests (Lukes 1974:15). Consequently, the 
most influential actors in society are those who win the majority of conflicts (Dahl in Lukes 
1974:12–13). The second dimension, which is based on Bachrach and Baratz’s (1962) 
work, recognizes the way in which decisions are prevented from being taken on issues in-
volving a clear conflict of interest (Wilson & Thompson 2001). According to Bachrach and 
Baratz (1962), problems that do not arise on the political agenda can be just as important 
as those that do. The third dimension takes the process of non-decision-making further and 
is about hegemonic power, in which the status quo is not questioned but taken for granted. 
A framework that considers all three dimensions of power is relevant for understanding 
power struggles in the decision-making process. It allows the incorporation of tensions that 
emerge in the policymaking arena (first dimension), actions and omissions that give shape 
to the establishment of priorities (second dimension), and actions and omissions that form 
the perceptions, understandings, and preferences of the relevant actors (third dimension). 

To these, I add a fourth dimension of power – discursive power. Hegemonic pow-
er (Lukes’s third dimension) is seen as domination by certain groups, assuming 
that there are powerful and subordinated groups. A discursive approach to power 
argues that all individuals are normalized in their actions by the power of dominant 
discourses regardless of their hierarchical position (see also Ghorashi & Sabelis 
2013). In his book Discipline and Punish, Foucault (1975) elaborates the concept 
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of normalization through his description of disciplinary power. Normalization, ac-
cording to Foucault, involves the construction of idealized norms of conduct that 
gradually become taken for granted. In other words, individuals refer to a norm 
that could become an ideal they strive towards. In that sense, disciplinary power 
normalizes individuals so that they eventually speak, think, and act in similar ways 
(Lilja & Stellan, 2014). Disciplinary power can be seen as a system of knowledge 
that understands the individual as an “object to be known in relation to others who 
can be known” (Lilja & Stellan, 2014:109). For Foucault, disciplinary power has not 
only inhibiting and restraining characteristics but also productive characteristics 
that make things happen. This idea is intrinsically related to the notions of bio-pow-
er and governmentality. Bio-power has the capacity to gradually turn people into 
subjects and is exercised by state organizations and institutions (i.e., police, church, 
army) and the like. Therefore, normative power is a form of power present in every-
day practices through which individuals are categorized and form their identities. 
To study power, it is important to study how “subjects are gradually, progressively, 
really, and materially constituted through a multiplicity of organisms, forces, ener-
gies, materials, desires, thoughts, etc.” (Foucault 1994: 35).

I also added Gaventa’s (2016) definition of participatory spaces to investigate 
the visible and invisible ways the three dimensions of power manifest them-
selves in the amount of space that is created to include less privileged perspec-
tives (from no access to creating their own spaces). Gaventa elaborates on three 
types of participatory spaces for citizen initiatives: closed spaces, invited spaces, 
and created spaces. Closed spaces are where decisions are taken by policymakers 
without input from other stakeholders. This is the space where elected repre-
sentatives or governments act without any broader consultation. Invited spaces 
constitute a shift from closed to open spaces. Here, stakeholders/actors are in-
vited to participate. Finally, created spaces are shaped by stakeholders with less 
power or influence over a particular issue. The interplay between closed, invited, 
and created spaces brings challenges for citizen and minority group engagement 
with governmental organizations because merely participating in these spaces 
does not guarantee that marginalized groups will be allowed to have meaningful 
contributions. Thus, despite the proliferation of new opportunities for citizen and 
migrant engagement in different policy processes (Gaventa, 2016), their partici-
pation has not necessarily led to better refugee inclusion. However, those invited 
by “dominant groups” could try to increase their power by demanding transpar-
ency and accountability and more democratic structures (Gaventa 2016).
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Quality of Participation: From Tokenism to Co-Creation.

To examine the quality of participation in various spaces, I used Arnstein’s (1969) 
ladder of participation, which distinguishes three notions: tokenism, co-creation, 
and co-option. Arnstein’s ladder consists of eight different levels, divided into three 
groups, and the power citizens have increases as one moves up the ladder. The bot-
tom steps of the ladder, manipulation, and therapy, make up the non-participation 
group. The middle steps – informing, consultation, and placation – represent a higher 
group of participation: tokenism. Here, participants get the opportunity to make their 
voices heard, but their involvement often has no impact (Arnstein 1969). 

Zimmer (1988) and Laws (1975) elaborate how the term “token” refers to a mere 
symbolic presence without genuine impact. Simmel (1950) and Hughes (1945) speak 
of “stranger” and “outsider,” respectively. They refer to an individual who matches the 
relevant profile to enter an organization or group but does not have “auxiliary char-
acteristics” that are common to the individuals in those groups (e.g., race, sex, ethnic-
ity). Those seen as strangers or outsiders are never permitted by “insiders” to be full 
members of the group, and they risk being rejected if they move too far from the spe-
cial “niche” assigned to them (Hughes, 1945; Simmel, 1950). The term “token” has also 
been used to refer to individuals who are admitted to a group because of their differ-
ence from others in the group. In many situations, the token person is used as proof that 
the group does not discriminate against such people (Zimmer 1988). 

Kanter (1977) incorporated the concept of token in her theory of organizational be-
havior, reporting three interactional perceptual tendencies that lead to negative token 
dynamics: visibility, contrast, and assimilation. Visibility happens when the token gets 
attention (pp. 210–212) and becomes more present than the dominant group alone. 
This leads to what Kanter calls a “larger awareness share” because tokens, and the 
group they belong to, make the dominant group they have joined more visible. Contrast 
or polarization occurs when individuals from the dominant group exaggerate their dif-
ferences with tokens (Kanter 1977). This mainly happens when the dominant group 
is hesitant about how to deal with the token, and it may eventually lead to the token’s 
isolation. Lastly, assimilation is the process by which tokens are encapsulated into ste-
reotypes or common generalizations about the token’s group. “So tokens are, ironically, 
both highly visible as people who are different and yet not permitted the individuality 
of their unique, non-stereotypical characteristics” (Kanter 1977: 211–212). 

Token-related behaviors may lead to co-option, assimilation, taking, or winning over 
into a larger or established group (Coy 2013). Widely used in social and policy studies, 
co-option refers to diverting into a role different from the original one. It refers to the ac-
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tions by which cooperation and collaboration with official organizations and inclusion (in 
the polity) turn into situations where the individuals or organizations invited to partici-
pate lose their original purpose and innovative essence. In this you can see a clear exam-
ple of the willingness to include, which ultimately turns into exclusion through co-option, 
or assimilation, of potentially different perspectives. This is partly due to the paradox of 
survival. For less privileged groups, it is essential to show that their perspective is valu-
able because it is different, but they often need to be fully incorporated into the system 
to survive. It is therefore important that scholars address the issues of power, space, and 
quality of participation together (see Table 6) to understand the possibilities and con-
straints disadvantaged groups face when invited to participate in mainstream spaces. 

The final group in Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of participation is “citizen control,” 
which comprises the three top steps of the ladder. This group represents the high-
est degree of citizen participation in and influence on decision-making. There is 
indeed a noticeable redistribution of power between citizens and those in power. 
With this model, Arnstein calls for a redistribution of power that enables the “have-
not citizens,” presently excluded from the political and economic processes, to be 
deliberately included in the future (Arnstein 1969: 216). 

Table 6.  Correlation Between Participation, Tokenism, Co-Creation and Participatory Spaces

Arnstein (1969)
Participation

Kanter 
(1977)
Tokenism

Co-creation Gaventa (2017)
Participatory spaces

Citizen control

Citizen control
Citizen as 
initiator Created space

Delegation

Partnership Assimilation/
Co-option Citizen as co-

designer Invited space

Tokenism

Placation Contrast

Consultation Visibility

Citizen as co-
implementer Closed space

Informing

Non-participation

Therapy

Manipulation
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Co-Creation, Deep Democracy, and Reflective Capacity

Co-option as a concept is especially relevant for studying policy advice and advocacy, since 
it is a possible outcome of well-intentioned inclusion practices. Concepts such as co-cre-
ation and co-production (which relate to Arnstein’s citizen control and Gaventa’s invited 
spaces) are alternatives to co-option and respect the agency of marginalized groups and 
their capacity to adjust and to compromise. Co-creation involves processes of mutual ad-
justment among different stakeholders and the inclusion of different types of knowledge 
and perspectives in the policy-making process, but most importantly, it is about the ac-
tive involvement of end-users (e.g., customers, clients, citizens) in various stages of the 
creation process (Voorberg et al., 2013). In the domain of collaborative governance and 
community involvement, Voorberg et al. (2013) distinguish three types of co-creation 
that differ in their degree of citizen involvement. The first type involves the citizen as 
co-implementer of public services (citizens responsible for some execution tasks). The 
second type describes the citizen as co-designer. Here, the initiative remains within the 
public organization, and citizens decide how the service delivery is designed. The third 
type characterizes the citizen as an initiator and the government as an actor that follows 
the citizen’s recommendations. These variations in public participation and the space for 
citizen’s voices and perspectives are based on discussions of democracy and inclusion.

In her seminal work, Inclusion and Democracy, Iris Young (2006) discusses the idea 
of democratic practices as a means to promote justice, and she calls for a widening 
and deepening of the idea of the democracy. Deep democracy goes further than the 
traditional notion of democracy, which is characterized by the rule of law, promotion 
of liberties, and fair elections of governments. Young some steps to enact this demo-
cratic deepening through inclusion. Young states that “the normative legitimacy of a 
democratic decision depends on the degree to which those affected by it have been 
included in the decision-making processes and have had the opportunity to influence 
the outcomes” (Young 2006: 5). This means the chances that democratic decision-mak-
ing practices will stimulate justice and the inclusion of collective problem-solving are 
improved by the presence of diverse groups, opinions, and perspectives (Young 2006: 
6–7). Inclusive democratic practices stimulate fairer outcomes because they allow in-
dividuals the opportunity to influence others about the virtues of their claims and to 
negotiate their interests, which might change during the negotiating process. 

Critical diversity scholars argue that the development of inclusive space requires 
reflective capacity to counteract normalized forms of exclusion (e.g., Rast & Ghorashi 
2018; Ghorashi & Ponzoni 2014; Zanoni & Janssens 2007). Space for reflectivity can be 
created in personal encounters and at group, organizational, and societal levels (Gho-
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rashi & Sabelis 2013; Ghorashi 2014; Ghorashi 2017). In these spaces, participants are 
willing to question and disrupt historically rooted images about the self and the other 
that are informed by the dominant discourses, and they are willing to engage mean-
ingfully with others whose lifeworlds – that is, their experiences, activities, and social 
contacts – are quite different than their own. Only then can invited spaces become in-
clusionary and stimulate possibilities for creating spaces in which both normative and 
hierarchical power are challenged and new forms of connectedness based on equality 
between all participants are stimulated.

Research Approach and Methods

Access to the Board and the Partnership was possible thanks to the municipality of 
Amsterdam, the Partnership coordinator, which commissioned a research report (Lar-
ruina & Berg 2018) about constraining and enabling elements for the Board’s exist-
ence. This research was conducted in the context of the Refugee Academy, an expertise 
laboratory at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. The data collected for the report was 
complemented with other documents produced after our fieldwork ended. For this 
qualitative case study (Baxter & Jack 2008; Yanow & Schwartz-Shea 2015), I conduct-
ed semi-structured interviews, observations, and document analysis. The interviews, 
done between May and June 2018, allowed me to get participants’ (Board and Part-
nership members) insider views on their experiences with the Board’s activities. The 
interviews were mostly conducted through Skype and were held in English or Dutch. 
Most respondents were invited through an introductory email with a tentative topic 
list, which was developed in cooperation with the Partnership’s coordinator. I accessed 
other respondents through a secondary source: interviews conducted in January 2018 
by a European Studies student from the University of Amsterdam, who researched the 
Board’s potential influence on the European arena and its policymaking process. Use of 
these transcripts, approved by the student and the Partnership coordinator, was done 
to avoid overlapping respondents. Nine interviews were conducted, four with Board 
members, and five with members of Partnership organizations. Additional two Part-
nership members were included through the secondary source. Respondents request-
ed absolute anonymity; therefore, all references to age, gender, ethnic or religious back-
ground, and place of birth, residence, and work have been omitted or altered. 

Observations were made during Board and Partnership activities, including two 
Board meetings (in Brussels and Amsterdam) and the Partnership’s annual meeting 
(in Brussels), which included the Board. These observations (approximately 80 hours) 



122

C
H

A
P

T
E

R
 F

IV
E

provided data for understanding the “totality” of the context where the Board operated 
(Moeran 2009). Public and internal documents (Bryman 2012) produced by different 
parties involved in establishing the Board were also examined. While the public docu-
ments were available on the Partnership’s website, the internal documents were dis-
tributed on a research platform managed by the municipality of Amsterdam (Open Re-
search Amsterdam), which was only accessible to the researchers and the Partnership. 

By triangulating the data from the interviews, observations, and document 
analysis, I was able to better understand and interpret the research situation. 
Our aim was to identify recurring topics and develop an overview of the different 
views, perceptions, and opinions of the Board and the Partnership. To systematize 
and analyze the data gathered, the grounded theory approach was used (Gioia et 
al., 2013). The following empirical findings are based on selected quotes from the 
interviews, observations, and documents that show common patterns and topics 
pertinent to our research question.

Empirical Findings

This section presents the EMAB’s challenges and opportunities “to better manage 
the involvement of immigrants and refugees in policy-making processes” (Euro-
pean Commission 2019). I show how tokenization- and co-option-related mech-
anisms have made it difficult for the Board to provide genuine policy advice de-
spite the potential opportunities that the Board and the Partnership have.

Logistical-Organizational Challenges

The first phase was marked by delays in the Board’s formation and the beginning 
of its activities. During the first week, the members were asked to get to know 
each other, to be trained by different NGOs and instructors, and to be introduced 
to the rest of the Partnership during different official activities. However, some 
activities were rescheduled or postponed. 

During our first field observation and from interviews and some unplanned 
conversations, I observed elements concerning sustainability (funding) and bu-
reaucratization. The need to secure funding to guarantee the Board’s continua-
tion after the initial funding by Open Society Foundations was a significant con-
cern for the Board’s initial work and its long-term vision.
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The challenge is, what happens if they don’t get the funding? What happens 
if they are not secured? How can they be? I think that we have to think with-
in the Partnership, to find a way to really make this mechanism self-sus-
tainable. If it’s not through EU funding, we have to find another way. […] 
Because people now are very enthusiastic, they want to do a lot, and this 
enthusiasm is good, but it can be really dampened, very easily. Whenever 
they get stuck in the bureaucracy of the European machine. (Partnership 8) 

This organizational respondent is aware of the crucial importance of funding to guaran-
tee the Board’s existence, something echoed by Board members as well. It indicates not only 
a concern for practical matters but also an engagement with the new group being formed: 
they were concerned about the immediate implications as well as the initiative’s continuity 
after the current Board members are gone. Though I could not learn about the financial ar-
rangements for the Board, I know that Open Society Foundation provided funding for only 
the first phase of the Board. Similarly, the Board and the Partnership showed concern about 
the excessive administrative procedures, in which policy advice is contextualized, and both 
were hesitant about the potentially excessive formalization of the Board’s work. This fear 
had already materialized during the Board’s first week, when excessive demands had a neg-
ative impact on the Partnership’s planned introductory activities. Concerns about funding 
and being part of the administrative structures were clearly relevant for establishing the 
Board, but also for creating the right environment for building cooperative structures and 
for the Board’s capacity to become a self-led group. However, after the researchers gave 
feedback to the Partnership coordinator, these concerns were clarified and resolved. 

Opportunities for Co-Operation

Narratives provided by both Board and Partnership members make it clear that both 
sides are determined to take actions and work together towards their common objec-
tives. One respondent from a Partnership organization explains that they support hav-
ing refugees work with them instead of designing policies for refugees.

I am always in favor of sitting around the table with the people that we are talking 
about, and to not just make all kinds of beautiful, heavenly-looking texts behind a 
computer that nobody reads anyway. It is really about being with the people for 
who you are designing papers, to sit around the table with them and hear from 
them, “Does it make sense?” or to ask them, “What do you want?” (Partnership 7)
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Similarly, a Board member elaborates on the possibilities that the collaboration with 
the Partnership presents. They discuss how earlier approaches to making policies for 
rather than with refugees had failed, and therefore collaboration between policymak-
ers and the targets of those policies is imperative to make substantial contributions.

I mean, they [the Partnership] invited us because they want us. And we 
want them too. […] I want some powerful people to be in the same boat 
with me, you know. And at the same time, to bring a better Europe. If they 
want to work on more European policies towards integration, they want 
that because we are the best ones who can tell them what is really the prob-
lem. I mean, now the European politicians are aware that without us, they 
cannot fix the problems. […] So, it’s an opportunity for both sides. (EMAB 4)

The following respondent goes further by highlighting that the main objective is to 
collaborate within the Board but also with the Partnership.

I think the main objective is that we are a group of migrants and refugees 
that work about [sic] different lines or different topics about migrants and 
refugees. […] The idea is to work together, to defend very clear ideas in 
general for migrants and refugees obviously. (EMAB 1)

All respondents emphasize the importance of having spaces for dialogue and of hearing from the 
policy-affected group directly. However, it is unclear whether the timeframes provided by the Part-
nership, and by EU institutions at large, match the Board’s ability to deliver what is asked from them. 

A respondent from the Partnership goes further in the opportunities for cooperation, 
explaining how the Board also advises civil society organizations that already have a role in 
policy advice within the European commission but lack the first-hand recommendations. 

It might be an option to have some of those people of the Board work with 
the cities that are within XXXX working on migrants and refugees. That 
would be very interesting. But at the moment, we don’t have that. […] The 
Board hasn’t worked directly with XXXX, but the Board could do that, and 
would be highly appreciated. (Partnership 6) 

Here, you can see the Board’s potential, not only in advising official EU organizations, 
but also in guiding civil society organizations already interacting with EU bodies. This 
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brings another dimension for possibilities of cooperation and mutual learning between 
the Board and the network of organizations around it.

Besides acknowledging the Board’s need and willingness to work with other 
stakeholders, our research reveals that the Board and the Partnership agree about 
their challenges: the negative discourse about refugees and the risk of being to-
kenized. A respondent from a Partnership organization, a person with extensive 
experience in policy advice on migration and integration, details what they under-
stand as the main concerns that refugees face:

[Having previously enumerated the negative discourse against mi-
grants]. So that’s really some stigmatization, I don’t know if the term 
is correct, but you know what I mean, no? […] So, diversity, pluralism, 
that’s another big challenge, how to make sure that diversity is reflected. 
Diversity cannot just be non-discrimination, but it should be something 
more. Proactive inclusion […]. What I see as pluralism is that all different 
voices are reflected in society. (Partnership 7)

This respondent refers to the normalized ideas and perceptions currently sur-
rounding refugees in Europe and how these are intertwined with what diversity 
and inclusion are. He refers to proactive inclusion as being a form of presence that 
considers all views and experiences. This is reinforced by a secondary source and 
by a Board member, both of whom indicate that the Board should also contribute to 
challenging the prevailing discourse on refugees and migrants. 

Something else the Board can do to help is to create a positive narra-
tive. Right now, migration is connected to negative thinking, waves, huge 
numbers, while in reality, it’s not that big. And we need migration be-
cause of the greying [aging] population. We could use success stories, 
role models, etc. (Partnership 9)

My expectation? A lot. But the thing is that we can’t do much, but I really want the 
Board to act as a true representative of migrants and refugees, and to show the tal-
ent and the positive side of refugees. And I really want [sic] we could do something to 
change the narratives around migration. I really want – we need to change it. (EMAB 1)

Consequently, this extends the Board’s aim beyond policy advice and towards an ac-
tive contribution to changing negative perceptions and challenging normalized views 
and ideas. The strategies suggested by these respondents are intended to construct a 
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positive narrative, yet they put the Board at risk of putting too much emphasis on ap-
pearances and media presence. This approach could result in the Board’s developing a 
symbolic presence (peril of tokenism) rather than investing in a more significant con-
tribution. However, the importance of creating counter-narratives is also stressed by 
other Partner organizations, as one Board member clearly describes.

I am so happy, and I would like if [sic] we could bring even a little change. 
It will be a [sic] really great achievement. Because it is not easy when you 
are talking with policymakers in Europe, and they [are] mostly forced by 
political will and so on. If you change something, it is really great. (EMAB 2)

This Board member focuses on what can be done between symbolic presence versus 
significant contribution; they speak about the gratification of small actions within the 
complexity of policymaking at the EU level. This fragment also shows that the respond-
ent is aware of how daunting the challenges and intricacies of the mechanism around 
his contributions are, yet he remains determined to bring a different perspective.

The Challenges of Co-Operation: Ticking the Box and Being Taken Seriously

The main aim of our research was to investigate whether the perspectives of EMAB mem-
bers have been truly included or solely displayed publicly as a showcase. Interviews with 
some of the Partner organizations reveal doubts about the Board’s influence on policy 
and concern that those voices are not being taken seriously. A respondent from a Part-
nership organization even compares the Board with a box-ticking exercise, an activity 
performed to serve a practicality rather than to accomplish something. “The Board is now 
only being used as a box-ticking exercise for the Partnership” (Partnership 11).

In line with this, when asked how the Board’s presence and advice could be treated with 
importance and with the attention and respect it deserves, a Board member responds:

We will keep following them [the organizations they advise]. […] Because 
if we give the recommendations regarding to do something, and we don’t 
see them responding, I mean, we will need to put more pressure [sic]. And 
this is going to be important with the relation we will make on a political 
level. […] Having some politicians supporting us will be something impor-
tant because sometimes we need to be invited you know. We cannot just 
open the door and say we want to sit on [sic] the table with you. (EMAB 4) 
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A respondent from the Partnership elaborates further, discussing the Board’s 
promotion and media presence, but concludes that the final answer regarding ad-
vice by the Board still remains in the political will of the EU commission.

It depends really on the commission that decides as a whole. So, to take 
this Board inside the already complex EU decision-making process. […] 
I think it’s quite difficult. I support the fact the DG HOME can use this 
body, but it really depends on the willingness to do so. Because other-
wise, if they only do that because they want to show that they are work-
ing with the target group, we’re not going anywhere. (Partnership 7)

The following respondent expresses similar sentiments while describing their 
reservations about the Board’s success in a more graphic way.

So, I am a bit skeptical about it [EMAB]. [...] It depends of course on 
how ambitious the proposals are, the more ambitious a proposal is, 
the more it is likely to be watered down or perish. Mmm, so I might be 
prepared for that, but they [the Board members] know that too. They 
know how such a bureaucratic order as the EU works. (Partnership 5)

Apparently, this perception of the Board being a symbolic effort to do a particular 
thing also prevailed in some of the cities where the Board members now live. Some 
cities have already suggested one advisory task: namely, determining how to ensure 
that people with refugee or migrant backgrounds are not being tokenized when 
asked to participate in the decision-making process. Therefore, this will be one of 
the Board’s focus points (communication with Partnership, May 2018), and it re-
mains a concern for Board and Partnership members alike. It also has implications 
for the Board’s work and the application of their advice.

Challenges in Understanding Representativeness: The Inclusion of Different Perspectives

Respondents from the Board shared their doubts about how genuine the repre-
sentativeness of the Board could be considering the context, in which they operate. 
In this context, the notion of representativeness has two connotations: (1) speaking 
on behalf of a group or (2) being a sample or an example from that group.
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I think we are, as a Board, well represented, but we need to prove that 
for others too, who are not in the Board. That this Board is representing 
well. I don’t want to say representing, because it is again about who is 
in the right place to represent us, but let’s say, be a voice for many voices 
of immigrants in Europe. (EMAB 4)

But the thing is that we can’t do much, but I really want the Board to 
act as a true representative of migrants and refugees and to show the 
talent and the positive side of refugees. And I really want [sic] we could 
do something to change the narratives around migration. (EMAB 2)

The second respondent links representativeness with the capacity – as well as the 
inability – to challenge dominant discourses. While the emphasis on representation 
shows understanding and commitment to the Board’s role, it is not clear what the 
second respondent means by “true” representativeness. Similar sentiments were 
expressed by other Board members, who expanded on the capacity to represent as 
being the ability to speak on behalf of a group.

Another respondent discussed how he does not like to define himself as a refu-
gee, but he does not have another option within the context he operates. This Board 
member also feels he is a representative in the sense that he speaks on behalf of the 
diversity of migrants, rather than being a sample of the refugee population.

Okay, I don’t like to describe myself as a refugee, but I have to. I feel like 
I have to because I am working for refugees, and I’m like, kind of, you 
know, representing them, or I voice, I’m a voice for refugees. And that’s 
why I have to say that I’m a refugee. […] I thought that I used to under-
stand them, but it is totally different. No one can understand, you know, 
others unless you’re in the same situation. (EMAB 3)

This respondent clearly states that he does not like to frame himself as a ref-
ugee, but is directly and indirectly forced to do so in order to have a valid space 
to speak on behalf of other refugees. The documents and interviews reveal that 
the Board and the Partnership are searching for representatives. However, the 
question is how the notion of representation relates to the inclusion of perspec-
tives from groups who are targets of policy. Are refugee perspectives, which 
are influenced by their lived experiences and their varying networks, enough to 
make the present policies more inclusive? 
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Actions and Absence of Reflexivity

In December 2018, at the time of our last observation, during the annual Partnership 
conference in Brussels, the Board presented the initial findings of a report based on 
an online survey (for the final report, see EMAB 2019). During the conference, the 
Board and its work were mentioned several times by the EU commissioner and other 
authorities. This produced immediate reactions on Twitter and other social media 
channels. Following the morning presentations from members of the Partnership, 
the Board presented its work in one of the many afternoon workshops. Civil society 
organizations and junior members of the Partnership were the main attendees. No 
commissioners or recognizable decision makers attended the workshop. 

While the effect of the Board’s report within EU institutions is outside the time-
frame of this chapter, its introduction section shows that after half a year of EMAB’s 
work, emphasis on representation (as being a sample of) is still present. 

Since its establishment in March 2018, the EMAB has sought to represent 
and defend the interests of migrants and refugees in Europe. (EMAB 2019: 3)

The consultation demonstrates that a vast reservoir of expertise exists among migrant 
and refugee representatives. Currently, experts with migrant and minority backgrounds 
are severely underrepresented in EU institutions and decision-making. (EMAB 2019: 8) 

The report does not mention concerns about tokenism and the need to be taken 
seriously nor does it indicate training or strategies to deal with these issues. The 
introduction elaborates on the Board’s strengths, yet it fails to go beyond topics 
already widely discussed at research and policy levels.

The Board aims to amplify the perspectives of refugees and migrants in 
policy debate and contributes to improving integration policy by providing 
recommendations from local and grassroots organizations to policymakers 
on all relevant levels. […] The consultation focused on eight areas: integra-
tion, access to the labor market, housing, higher education, participation, 
the situation of unaccompanied minors, microcredit, and the EU Action 
Plan on Return. Board members chose these topics as key issues based on 
the members’ first-hand experience. (EMAB 2019: 3)

This statement explains that the topics in the report were chosen based on the direct 
experiences of the Board members. However, it does not mention the danger of having 



130

C
H

A
P

T
E

R
 F

IV
E

a mere symbolic presence of migrant organizations at local and EU levels. While 
there is an appeal for “structured participation” (p. 8), the report’s conclusions do 
not add anything new to this matter.

From the EMAB’s experience, governments and organizations need to re-
gard participation as a right rather than a gift. To be meaningful, these 
efforts must include resources for participation, including for self-led refu-
gee and migrant groups, so that newcomers can contribute to effective and 
sustainable policymaking. (EMAB 2019: 8)

This report is important because it is the first of its kind at the European Commission lev-
el. However, it risks making the Board visible yet unable to trigger mechanisms that unset-
tle normalizing practices. The production of this document therefore presents a paradox: it 
delivers something that could potentially be meaningful for the group the EMAB advocates 
for, but at the same time, it gives a relatively limited amount of time to achieving one of its 
objectives (and mandate from the Partnership). Although strategies to bring about changes 
in the prevailing negative discourse on migration and refugees were present in all of our 
data, they are not present in the report. The mere production and promotion of this docu-
ment does not mean that the Board will be able to make meaningful contributions to the 
policy issues the report addresses, since they face many other challenges.

Discussion and Conclusion

By studying the challenges and opportunities of the European Migrant Advisory Board, this 
chapter explored the conditions needed to create meaningful inclusion in policy-making 
advice. Though the EMAB initially aimed at deconstructing the negative discourses about 
migrants and refugees and at making its own political integration genuine by avoiding be-
coming a token, it did not have specific strategies for implementing either of these points. 
It did achieve a large social media presence, but that also put it at risk of becoming a token. 
Another achievement was the publishing of a report (EMAB 2019). However, this publica-
tion did not bring anything new to the debate on the inclusion of refugees and migrants. 
Nevertheless, the EMAB’s presence paves the way for possible changes in policy advice on 
refugees at the European Commission level, something that had been previously absent.

I found that the Board is at risk of falling into “the danger of a single story,” referring to the 
idea that accounts of success can never be a good alternative to the negative discourse on 
migrants since both are essentializing and homogenizing (Ghorashi 2016). Board members 
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are caught between providing success stories and carrying the burden of representation, 
which prevents them from being considered important enough for who they are, for hav-
ing perspectives and narratives that come from their specific lifeworlds and their different 
networks, both of which are quite different than those of policymakers from the dominant 
group. This is in line with the slogan used in the Refugee Declaration for Effective and Sus-
tainable Refugee Policy – “Nothing About Us Without Us!,” which refers to the idea that no 
policy about refugees should be conceived without their full participation.

In the Netherlands, past attempts to focus on representative bodies of migrants 
have failed because they assumed group homogeneity, which encouraged represent-
ative bodies. This led to competition between these bodies in their claims of speaking 
on behalf of “their community,” while also highlighting the impossibility of actually 
representing the whole community (Schrover 2010). We learn from Dutch history 
that all attempts to put refugees’ perspectives into a homogenous category of rep-
resentation will fail, not only because of the heterogeneous reality of the group, but 
also because of the impossibility to represent such a group. This approach causes 
refugee participants to doubt their role while it minimizes their potential contribu-
tions based on their lived experiences and perspectives. These effects are mainly due 
to refugees’ positioning in a different network or different phase of life compared 
to people in decision-making positions. When marginalized groups are invited to 
a space and then co-opted by the dominant party, the quality of their participation 
(their specific experiences, perspectives, and networks) is ignored. However, safe-
guarding the quality and value of their participation can break the mindset in policies 
normalized by the dominant discourse, which is often disconnected from the lived 
experiences of the target groups for which such policies are made. 

This coincides with Ghorashi (2010b: 89), who emphasizes that “the success of any 
societal participation depends on institutional trust and acceptance of participants’ 
qualities and inclusion of their perspectives.” This means that for democratic practic-
es to be inclusive in practice, spaces, conditions, and practices are needed that disturb 
normalized exclusionary structures. Inclusion in terms of co-creation or co-production 
of knowledge cannot be achieved solely by creating an inviting space (as a sign of de-
cision-makers’ good will) and intending to be inclusive and to adapt a bottom-up ap-
proach. The space needs to include conditions that enable reflexivity towards invisible 
workings of power and that practice delayed (with patience) engagement with individ-
uals from groups that are not used to being in a negotiating position. It is these kinds 
of inclusive spaces that allow counter-narratives to reveal themselves; these spaces 
enable a connectedness between the lifeworld of marginalized groups and the system 
world of the policymakers who want to include them. Such spaces enable the imagina-
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tions of people in power (Lukes 1974) to envision what is means to become a refugee, 
disconnected from the past, not fully connected to the present, and uncertain about the 
future. This imaginary connectedness among different participants and stakeholders in 
an inclusionary space is the first step towards reflection on exclusionary structures and 
joint attempts to change those structures.

In our case study, the Board members are defined by their migration experience, 
their networks that they bring to the policymaking field, and their professional and 
educational knowledge. Yet these qualities are caught up in token-related mechanisms. 
Not acknowledging the tensions, the Board members face leaves no space to take their 
perspectives seriously, because they are always considered to be either not successful 
enough or not representative enough. What is left is to use them as a showcase of inclu-
sion, a token (Kanter 1977), and to make them fit in the system (leave their difference 
to become the same) through co-option (Coy 2013).

I believe that while the EMAB provides a much-needed space at the European Com-
mission level, something that is relevant in its own right, this, and other less visible 
initiatives (at meso and micro levels) need to go a step further to overcome being a 
mere presence and become entities that contribute meaningfully. Co-creation practices, 
where different stakeholders encounter and develop their reflexive capacity, generate 
ways to deconstruct exclusionary and inclusionary processes. The refugee experience 
does not have to be a journey “from persecution to destitution”, as Kissoon (2010) 
described it; providing opportunities for refugees to make genuine contributions to 
policymaking opens possibilities for them to take the lead in their journeys to inclu-
sion. Self-led routes to inclusion are a fundamental necessity for democratic societies: 
through such routes, refugees have more opportunities for equal access to societal re-
sources (i.e., self-determination) and more freedom to pursue their lives in their own 
ways (i.e., self-development) (Ghorashi 2010a; Young 2006) while also directly and 
meaningfully interacting with other relevant stakeholders in their new homes.
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OPTIMIZING THE POTENTIAL OF INTERSPACES IN 
SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP DEDICATED TO REFUGEE 
INTEGRATION: A CASE STUDY IN THE NETHERLAND

CHAPTER SIX
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Optimizing the potential of interspaces in social 
entrepreneurship dedicated to refugee integration: A case 
study in the Netherlands1

Introduction

In December 2020, the Dutch newspaper Trouw published an article entitled Dutch 
Face Masks Made by Status Holders: A Factory Full of Dreams for the Future.2,3 The article 
presented two significant issues: the production of certified PPE (personal protective 
equipment) during the COVID-19 pandemic and the socio-economic integration of ref-
ugees, which is an urgent social issue that has been discussed in public and political 
debates for the past few decades. In the Netherlands, once asylum seekers obtain legal 
status to remain, they have full rights to work and study. However, being a status holder 
does not end their personal, social, and economic challenges. One of the main obstacles 
to refugees successfully becoming part of their new society is the absence of sustain-
able mechanisms to facilitate their integration and subsequent inclusion (Chapter 5; 
Ghorashi, 2005; Joppke & Morawska, 2014; Ramsay, 2019). 

Individuals requesting asylum in the Netherlands are housed in reception centers 
(see Chapter 2; Knappert et al., 2020). This stay can last years. All the while, asylum 
seekers are secluded from the rest of Dutch society. During the first six months after re-
questing asylum, they cannot work. After that, they can work only in particular circum-
stances (IND, 2021; (Ministerie van Justitie en Veiligheid, 2022), which hardly happens 
(e.g. the employer must provide a Tewerkstellingsvergunning (work permit); asylum 
seekers can only keep 25 percent of their income to a maximum of €185 per month) 
(De Lange & Özdemir, 2020). As long as the asylum request procedure is active, refugees 
receive a monthly allowance from the Dutch government for food, clothing, and other 
necessary expenses (Chapter 2; Knappert et al., 2020). Once the state grants asylum, 
refugees must follow specific procedures to officially become part of Dutch society (EC, 
2016). They have three years to pass a test, called inburgering (“becoming a citizen”), 

1  Chapter 6. I defined the research question, its general scientific and social perspective, and 
methodology. I wrote the interview topics and recruited interpreters to assist me with the interviews. 
They also translated and transcribed the material and were available for further conversations during the 
writing process. I carried out the data analysis and exchanged ideas with experts in refugee integration 
and social entrepreneurship. I wrote the first and subsequent versions of this chapter (therefore, I am the 
only author). Both supervisors also provided several rounds of feedback on the text of the chapter.
2  Kapjes. Hollandse mondmaskers, gemaakt door statusouders. Een fabriek vol toekomstdromen. 
https://www.trouw.nl/binnenland/statushouders-maken-nederlandse-mondkapjes-in-deze-fabriek-vol-
toekomstdromen~b6ee8324/
3  Author’s own translation.
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that evaluates their Dutch language skills and their knowledge of Dutch society and 
the labor market. They are then entitled to the same employment support as citizens. 
Municipalities can determine how much funding to allocate to integration programs 
and can decrease social benefits for refugees who do not make the necessary efforts to 
integrate (EC, 2016). No matter the structures in place, research shows that ten years 
after receiving asylum, only one-third of status holders work more than 30 hours per 
week (Knappert et al., 2020). This means that a substantial number of refugees are 
dependent on social benefits (Bakker et al., 2016; De Lange et al., 2017).

Academics, civil society actors, the ACVZ (an advisory committee to the government), 
and the Netherlands Scientific Council for Government Policy (WRR) have all come to 
the conclusion that an early start for refugees is essential for successful integration 
(ACVZ, 2013; SER, 2018; Ten Holder, 2012; WRR, 2015). The Dutch state thus needs to 
shift its focus from a serial integration trajectory – first status, then integration exam, 
then possibilities to begin working – to encouraging early integration shortly after 
refugees arrive (WRR, 2015). Many initiatives during the asylum crisis were aimed at 
supporting the integration of refugees (Chapters 3 & 4; De Lange et al., 2017). How-
ever, in 2018, the situation for helping refugees find jobs was fragmented. This led to 
significant regional differences and small social initiatives with uncertain financial fu-
tures due to insufficient or temporal funding (Knappert et al., 2020; SER, 2018). Late-
ly, policymakers have focused on developing early integration for refugees (Ghorashi, 
2021). However, to make these opportunities successful, a more comprehensive and 
inclusive approach is needed (Ghorashi, 2021; Ponzoni et al., 2020). It is also essential 
to consider the individual experiences of refugees (Hynes, 2003), including their men-
tal, emotional, and material journeys to reach their current status. By considering these 
experiences, initiatives working on refugee integration could focus on better strategies 
to create long-term and sustainable integration paths (Ghorashi, 2021). 

Some citizen initiatives working towards refugee socio-economic integration define 
themselves as social enterprises (hereafter SEs) (SER, 2015). SEs are created when a 
group of individual citizens takes responsibility for social issues that have been ignored 
or inadequately dealt with by official organizations (Borzaga et al., 2020). Generally 
speaking, this type of SE is known as WISE (work integration social entrepreneurship). 
In refugee integration, there are two types of SEs: entrepreneurship for refugees and 
entrepreneurship by refugees. The face mask factory discussed in the Trouw article fits 
into the former category, as it is an SE for refugees managed by non-refugees. This cate-
gory can be divided into three activities: (a) Existing organizations that create internal 
programs to include refugees. (b) Initiatives created specifically to connect and match 
refugees with possible employers (Freudenberg & Halberstadt, 2018). In this case, the 
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SE is an intermediary that brings together refugees and companies, offers training, and 
assesses the needs and potentials of refugees (Freudenberg & Halberstadt, 2018). (c) 
Creating specific jobs that utilize the previous competencies of the refugees (e.g., tai-
lors, engineers, builders, IT professionals). It is argued that WISEs help reduce the de-
pendency on social benefits and foster the sustainable integration into the workforce 
and into society in general of refugees (Freudenberg & Halberstadt, 2018).

In this chapter, I show that SEs can build a path to integration because their hybrid 
nature allows for the potential to become interspaces: open spaces to experiment with 
difference beyond the normalized othering discourse. These types of spaces allow al-
ternative forms of connectedness through reflections on past, present, and future expe-
riences. Interspaces are essential when building a path towards integration (Ghorashi, 
2014; Ghorashi & Sabelis, 2013). SE has the potential for interspaces because they are 
at a crossroads of different organizational forms and logics. The position allows for var-
ied combinations and the flexibility to experiment with different strategies to achieve 
its mission. The hybridity of SEs comes from combining elements from the private sec-
tor – such as ownership and control, independent management, private finance, and no 
state participation – along with elements from civil society sectors, such as the not-for-
profit model and aiming to improve the conditions and possibilities for disadvantaged 
people to be financially independent. This hybridity also gives SEs room for freedom 
and creativity (Haverman & Rao, 2006; Svensson, 2017). It encourages interspaces at 
the margins of dominant discourses (Chapter 2; Ghorashi, 2014; Ghorashi & Ponzoni, 
2014) by combining creativity, exploration, and action to generate new, and sometimes 
unexpected, opportunities (Ponzoni et al., 2020). The combination of hybridity and in-
terspace enables SEs to be economically independent, autonomous, exploratory, and 
experimental. These are important features for creating an inclusive approach towards 
refugee integration in which refugees and non-refugees can experiment with, explore, 
and question taken-for-granted assumptions (Ghorashi & Ponzoni, 2014).

In the Netherlands, many SEs for refugees are run by non-refugees (Ponzoni et al., 
2020). These initiatives primarily operate without considering the perspectives of refu-
gees in a process that has them as the ultimate beneficiary. Neglecting refugee perspec-
tives can end up reproducing power relations, thus hampering the sustainability and 
long-term impact of SE mechanisms (Ghorashi, 2021; Ponzoni et al., 2020). 

This chapter explores the perspectives of refugees by asking how they experience the 
hybridity and interspace of an SE created by non-refugees and dedicated to refugees’ so-
cio-economic integration. It also looks at the ways in which hybridity and interspace enable 
and constrain the experiences and engagement of refugees in their path to integration.

The study discussed in this chapter offers several contributions. First, it offers a new 
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angle for understanding SEs dedicated to refugee integration, as little is currently known 
about its impact on refugees (Borzaga et al., 2020; Ghorashi, 2021; Ponzoni et al., 2020). 
Second, the Dutch SE ecosystem is populated mainly by SEs run by non-refugees (Pon-
zoni et al., 2020). It is crucial to have a body of knowledge that contains the perspectives 
and experiences of refugees to improve already existing initiatives (run by non-refugees) 
and to contribute to forming new ones (possibly run by refugees) (Ghorashi, 2021; Pon-
zoni et al., 2020). Third, there is no specific research on the impacts of the combination 
of hybridity and interspace on the paths to integration for refugees or other vulnerable 
groups. Practitioners, researchers and policymakers could apply this chapter’s findings to 
institutional SE practices, civil society initiatives, and education providers working with 
refugee integration and the inclusion of other disadvantaged groups (Ghorashi, 2021). 

In addition to describing the study’s methods, findings, and implications, this chap-
ter also discusses the connection between the asylum system crisis and the appearance 
of social initiatives that are currently SEs, the relationship between SEs and hybridity, 
and the social mission of refugee integration in the Netherlands. 

This final empirical chapter focuses on the experiences and engagement of refugees 
in an SE for refugees run by non-refugees. The vital refugee perspective informs this 
chapter more so than in the rest of the dissertation. Earlier chapters emphasized the 
organizational dynamics between civil society, government, and volunteers, but they 
lacked the perspective of refugees (Chapters 2, 3, and 4). Though Chapter 5 gave more 
space for refugee perspectives, the project in which that research was embedded pro-
vided little room to maneuver and explore those perspectives. In contrast, the present 
chapter offers more space to focus on the perspectives and experiences of refugees.

Theoretical Framework

From Asylum Crisis to Social Entrepreneurship 

During the European asylum crisis, citizen initiatives played a central role in welcoming 
refugees (Feischmidt et al., 2019; Pries, 2018). Several such initiatives existed before the 
crisis, but they extended and adapted their missions (Youkhana & Sutter, 2017) to fill the 
gap created by the inability of official organizations to effectively handle the relatively 
high number of asylum seekers (Chapters 3 and 4). The crisis was a learning opportunity 
for all stakeholders (volunteers, civil society, and governments). Individual citizens often 
entered a process of politicization, while state authorities and organizations learned from 
their mutual positioning and interactions (Chapters 3 and 4; Pries, 2018).
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Furthermore, civil society perceived state responses to refugee arrivals as a 
failing of the refugee reception systems (Chapters 3 and 4; Betts & Collier, 2018), 
whereas states valued civil society’s contributions (Chapters 3 and 4) and at times 
felt unsettled and confused. In the Dutch context, social initiatives created opportu-
nities for refugees and Dutch people to meet by providing Dutch language teaching 
programs, mentoring schemes, and employment projects (Rast & Ghorashi, 2018; 
Ponzoni et al., 2021). As in other European countries, spontaneous organizing 
emerged in response to the inability of official organizations to handle the situation 
(Chapters 3 and 4). These organized initiatives were formed by volunteers, many 
with refugee backgrounds or years of involvement in the field. Many initiatives that 
appeared during the refugee crisis brought new work approaches to refugee re-
ception (Chapters 3 and 4). While many of these organized initiatives disappeared 
after the crisis, others remained active and adapted to their new situation. They be-
came formalized. Thus, they transformed and adapted to dynamic and challenging 
external and internal processes, which currently is better defined as social entre-
preneurship (Chapter 3; Folke et al., 2010). 

Social Entrepreneurship and Hybridity

In the Netherlands, many initiatives engaging in innovative refugee integration tra-
jectories (Ponzoni et al., 2020) define themselves as SEs. Examples of this include 
Refugee Talent Hub, The Present, Open Embassy, and Refugee Company. These in-
itiatives show a recognizable development since the asylum crisis, moving from 
bottom-up organizations into social enterprises (Borzaga et al., 2020). There is no 
standard definition to describe an SE (Borzaga et al., 2020; Freudenberg & Halber-
stadt, 2018). Therefore, I use the SER (Sociaal-Economische Raad) definition, based 
on the European Commission’s and Social Enterprise Nederland’s (SENL’s) concept.

Social enterprises have in common that they are independent enterprises 
providing a product or rendering a service primarily and explicitly in pur-
suit of a social objective – in other words, with a view to solving a social 
problem. They are economically independent enterprises that do not rely 
entirely on grants, gifts and donations. They are also organically independ-
ent enterprises that are able to pursue a policy independent of government 
or “mainstream enterprises”. (SER, 2015, p. 2)
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Social enterprises are positioned between for-profit and charitable organiza-
tions. Table 7 shows the relationship between the primary objectives and sources 
of income for each type of organization.

Table 7. Based on Social Enterprise SNNL 2014, SER 2015, PWC 2018

By creating social enterprises, individual citizens address social issues not solved 
by official organizations (Borzaga et al., 2020). Martin and Osberg (2007) state that 
SE “targets an underserved, neglected, or highly disadvantaged population that lacks 
the financial means or political clout to achieve the transformative benefit on its own” 
(quoted in Freudenberg & Halberstadt, 2018). Other scholars describe SE as having 
the possibility to deliver visionary and creative new business models capable of ad-
dressing social problems by discovering and implementing opportunities to create 
sustainable social value (Freudenberg & Halberstadt, 2018). 

An SE’s central characteristic is its hybridity: it develops “a hybrid business model 
[that] combines conventional business management practices and market discipline 
with real accountability for social and environmental outcomes” (Olsen & Galimidi, 
2009, p. 44). As shown in Table 6, this type of organization uses elements from business 
and social sectors. These combinations give it the elasticity to experiment with and 
implement different strategies to achieve its mission. Similarly, limited or non-existent 
funding can be the driving force behind developing alternative practices aimed at fi-
nancial independence and sustainability (Minkoff, 2002). Hybridity is a mechanism by 
which SEs can minimize the disruption caused by sudden changes in their environment 
(e.g., COVID-19 pandemic, financial crisis) (Minkoff, 2002). Additionally, it is a bridge 
between different organizational formations and institutional boundaries (Doherty et 

PRIMARY OBJECTIVE

Social impact Financial returns

Philanthropic institution Social enterprise Regular business

Purely 
charitable

Charitable and 
partially self-
sufficient

Social impact 
primary

Social impact 
and returns

Corporate social 
responsibility Financial 

targets 
primary

Socially responsible business 

Subsidies and donations Labor and capital

PRIMARY SOURCE OF INCOME
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al., 2014), allowing SEs to be active in and borrow elements from multiple contexts 
(Ruef, 2000). Overall, hybridity redefines organizational forms and practices through 
innovative responses to diverse institutional logics (Haverman & Rao, 2006), and it 
gives SEs the room to be innovative and to tackle their social missions with a certain 
level of autonomy with room for creativity and experimentation (Svensson, 2017).

The Social Mission of Aiding Refugee Socio-Economic Integration in the Netherlands

In this section, I elaborate on how the social mission of aiding the socio-economic in-
tegration of refugees can present challenges even when individuals and organizations 
have the best intentions. The Dutch discourse and policy on refugees asserts that the 
basis for integration is education, language proficiency, and participation in the labor 
market (Ghorashi, 2021; Glastra, 1999). Their reasoning is that speaking the language 
and having contact with native populations will lead to economic integration and cul-
tural and emotional inclusion (Eijberts, 2013; Ghorashi, 2020). However, research 
shows that integration is more nuanced and multi-layered than generally claimed (Ei-
jberts & Ghorashi, 2017). Migrants do not necessary feel accepted, at home, or wel-
comed merely through language proficiency, higher education, or gainful employment 
(Ghorashi, 2021). Existing theories have focused mainly on what are considered typical 
obstacles that refugees and migrant groups encounter in finding access to paid work 
(e.g., loss of identity documentation and educational certificates, lack of educational 
opportunities, lack of social networks). For example, the deficit approach argues that 
migrants need to improve their skills because they are not yet good enough in order to 
participate in the labor market on an equal basis (Ghorashi & Sabelis, 2013; Glastra, 
1999, pp. 27–30). Other approaches focus on organizational or institutional barriers: 
for example, the discrimination approach indicates that discriminatory processes with-
in organizations prevent refugees from fully participating in the labor market (Glastra, 
1999, pp. 31–33). However, critical diversity management literature has shown that 
neither intervention is sufficient: not the one that tackles refugees’ perceived deficits 
– such as language proficiency – or the programs that tackle discrimination. A more 
effective direction to follow is an extensive analysis of the conceptual and relational 
structures that keep exclusion and distance in place (Ghorashi & Sabelis, 2013; Jans-
sens & Steyaert, 2001; Zanoni & Janssens, 2004, 2015). 

Good intentions are not sufficient to make space for difference and to have produc-
tive encounters across difference. Individuals can get caught in (discursive) power 
structures that preserve distance and keep some groups at the center of power and 
others at the margins (Ghorashi & Ponzoni, 2014; Chapter 2). From this perspective, 
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members of both dominant and marginalized groups appear intertwined in a dynam-
ic of exclusion that they cannot easily overcome, despite all the good intentions. This 
dynamic connection with the dominant images of refugees hinders recognition and ap-
preciation of their talents and qualifications.

Social Entrepreneurship and Interspaces

Once refugees obtain their resident status, they can be overwhelmed with many oppor-
tunities to become part of society. This inundation can have a counterproductive effect 
because it leaves them little room to reflect on and fully understand the process. Fur-
thermore, it leaves status holders to their own devices in preparing for their integration 
exam or in finding training, education programs, or employment. SEs can ease this pro-
cess by providing spaces – interspaces – where individuals can pause, reflect, and obtain 
assistance if needed. Interspaces are vital because becoming part of a new society and 
grasping the complexity and multiple layers of its cultural world (individuals’ behaviors, 
norms, beliefs, etc.) requires time and energy (Ghorashi, 2014). For interspaces to work, 
they must be sheltered from dominant discourses and remain on the fringes of the speed 
and the norms they impose (Chapter 2; Ghorashi, 2014; Ghorashi & Ponzoni, 2014). A 
dominant discourse understands power as omnipresent in society and as part of the or-
dinary lives and actions of individuals. According to Foucault (1977, 1980) mechanisms 
of dominance normalize the actions of all individuals positioned within a specific discur-
sive space in a given society and moment. This structure can lead to normalization, by 
which dominant ways of thinking and actions are taken for granted. Over time, dominant 
views are assumed as truth without questioning from the individuals who have internal-
ized and normalized them (Chapter 2; Foucault 1977, 1980; Ghorashi & Sabelis, 2013). 

To create an interspace, certain conditions are needed. De Boer (1993), inspired by 
earlier philosophers (i.e., Heidegger, Hassle, Merleau-Ponty, Levinas), suggests the no-
tion of epochè: a momentary suspension of judgement (Ghorashi, 2014; Ghorashi & 
Sabelis, 2013). This refers to creating a shared space that allows for delay, a postpone-
ment, thereby creating the right circumstances to both listen and be listened to with 
an open mind (Ghorashi, 2014; Ghorashi & Sabelis, 2013). Epochè allows the required 
space to approach the other’s position, not as a deviation from the norm, but as an al-
ternative position within dominant discursive spaces. Similarly, Janssens and Steyaert 
(2001) discuss “stepping aside” and “alterity.” The former refers to individuals stepping 
into the fringes of dominant discourses, creating space for voices from different angles 
instead of insisting they align with dominant views (Ghorashi, 2014; Ghorashi & Sa-
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belis, 2013; Janssens & Steyaert, 2001). The latter refers to relating to the other from 
their position and not from one’s own (Janssens & Steyaert, 2001). Alterity is a way for 
individuals from different cultural worlds to engage each other so that the connection 
between them does not originate from a power relation (the helped and the helper) 
(Ghorashi, 2014). By distancing themselves from hierarchy and dominant discourses 
and positions, individuals can create space to relate to the other by leaving aside their 
pre-existing positions and their cultural assumptions. This distancing from what is 
known and understood allows individuals to question taken-for-granted positions as 
members of dominant or marginal groups (Serres in Janssens & Steyaert, 2001, p. 106). 

In practice, an SE dedicated to refugee integration can draw from the multiple cul-
tural repertoires of its stakeholders (i.e., refugees, SE employees, volunteers) to con-
tribute to building paths to integration (Waldrig et al., 2018). In their study concerning 
collaborative work, Ollila and Yström (2020) argue that an “in-between-space”4 (i.e., 
interspace) is needed to achieve innovation and change. They argue that interspaces 
can be physical or cognitive places in which familiar and different everyday practices 
come together. Interspaces are multiplex because they embrace multiplicity and are 
constituted by it, allowing plurality and difference (Clegg & Kornberger, 2006). They 
are spaces for becoming that continually evolve through exchanges and learning.

Interspaces also allow individuals to be something other than what they would be 
outside those spaces (Ollila & Yström, 2020). Kellogg, Orlikowski, and Yates (2006) 
claim that interspaces are “trading zones” in which individuals socialized into different 
worlds can temporarily break free from those worlds and experiment jointly with new 
activities and ideas (i.e., exchanging, negotiating, and collective sense-making). Such 
spaces provide opportunities for reflection about the normalizing power of discursive 
positioning, which forms relations of similarity and difference (Ghorashi, 2014). They 
allow mistakes, questioning, and learning. These judgement-free spaces permit the 
creation of temporal and provisional spaces of commonality in which individuals can 
explore alternative views and actions (Ollila & Yström, 2020) and see different perspec-
tives that could eventually lead to change and innovation.

 
Setting the Scene: The COVID-19 Pandemic and de Mondmaskerfabriek

Refugee Company was created during the asylum crisis of 2015–2016 (Chapters 3 and 
4). Since then, it has evolved and adapted its mission to assist refugees living in asylum 
seeker centers (AZC) and status holders in their socio-economic integration (Boers-

4  Interspace, in-between, and liminality are often used interchangeably.
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ma et al., 2020; Boersma & Larruina, in press; Refugee Company, 2021). Its mission 
statement is “supporting people with a refugee background in social and economic in-
dependence [...] and in their search for a meaningful life” (Refugee Company, 2021). 
In March 2020, this SE became an active part of the Dutch COVID-19 crisis response 
by embarking on PPE production and linking this venture with its social mission. One 
month after the beginning of the first lockdown (Table 7), Refugee Company announced 
the beginning of operations for running a medical mask factory in the city of Arnhem 
through a new subsidiary, de Mondmaskerfabriek (MMFactory) (Boersma et al., 2020; 
Boersma & Larruina, in press). The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the global medical 
supply chain’s vulnerability – it could not function adequately during the crisis. All over 
the world, formal authorities were unable to rapidly restore the supply chain, causing 
severe problems in responding to the pandemic (Boersma & Larruina, in press; Gereffi, 
2020). In the Netherlands, wearing face masks was first advised in October (Govern-
ment.nl, October 2, 2020), yet their use in public spaces did not become mandatory 
until December 2020. To further contextualize this initiative, my fieldwork, and the im-
pact of the COVID-19 pandemic on Dutch society, Table 7 presents a chronology of the 
government measures taken in the Netherlands during 2020.

MMFactory produces certified surgical masks and provides work experience for ref-
ugees with status through a program called Re-Start. This program was set up as a learn 
and work trajectory in which refugees can gain work experience and meet possible 
trainers and employers. It also offers language lessons, employment, and further edu-
cation support (Refugee Company, 2021). When the factory first opened, consideration 
for a position there required status holders to live within Arnhem’s municipality and to 
have completed their civic integration exam (inburgeringsexam) or to have been in the 
latter stages of preparation for it. The factory offered positions for seven months with 
a fixed-term contract. Additionally, they offered refugees the possibility of finding suit-
able jobs matching their qualities and expertise (Refugee Company, 2021; MMFactory, 
2021). There were no language or work experience requirements. The only condition 
was the motivation to work. MMFactory’s recruitment approach is called open hiring, 
which recruits individuals without emphasizing their backgrounds or previous experi-
ence. This approach is open to those excluded from standard recruiting processes (i.e., 
ex-convicts, rehabilitated addicts, homeless people, or individuals without work expe-
rience). For many prospective employers, work experience is not critical because they 
can train new employees on-site (Davis, 2018). Organizations that support open hiring 
recruitment maintain that individuals excluded from the standard recruitment process 
can thrive with the proper support (Davis, 2018).
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Table 8. COVID-19-Measures, Adapted from Boersma et al. (2020) and Rijkoverheid (2021)

2020 Government measures addressing COVID-19 in the Netherlands 

24 February–1 March 

• All residents are asked to self-isolate when diagnosed with COVID-19or living in a 
household with a confirmed COVID-19 case 

2–8 March

• Residents of the province Noord-Brabant (South Netherlands) are asked to self-isolate 
when experiencing symptoms 

9–15 March 

• All residents are asked to self-isolate when experiencing symptoms, work at home as 
much as possible, and keep their distance from others

• Gatherings of more than 100 people are prohibited
• Closure of various public places, including (pre)schools, universities, restaurants, bars, 

and sport clubs 
• Professions requiring direct contact, such as hairdressers and masseurs, are prohibited 

16–22 March (the “peak of the crisis” in terms of confirmed cases) 

• All residents are additionally asked to stay at home as much as possible and self-
quarantine when someone in the household has a fever or dyspnea

• All gatherings are prohibited
• Visiting nursing homes is prohibited 
• Groups of more than two in public spaces are required by law to keep 1.5 meters 

distance (except members from the same household) 
• Law enforcement is allowed to issues fines for not adhering to the measures 

23–29 March 

All measures are extended until 28 April 2020 

20–26 April 

• Children can play sports outside in groups starting 29 April 2020 
• Preschools and primary schools reopen (partly) starting 11 May 2020 
• All other measures are extended until 19 May 2020 

1 June–14 October

• From 11 May, the advice to “stay at home as much as possible” is replaced with advice to 
“avoid crowds”

• Gatherings up to 30 people are allowed (with 1.5 meters distance) 
• Most professions requiring direct contact can resume working, with extra precautions
• Restaurants and bars reopen (max. 30 people per establishment and with 1.5 meters distance) 
• Primary schools reopen (all days of the week) 
• Gatherings of up to 100 people are allowed (with 1.5 meters distance)

14 October–15 December (beginning of the second wave)

• A partial lockdown is put into effect 
• Cafes, restaurants, and bars are closed for at least two weeks
• Starting 1 December, wearing masks is compulsory while indoors in schools, 

supermarkets, and other public spaces
• From 15 December through at least 15 March 2021, a hard lockdown is put into effect 

and all non-essential shops are closed
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At the beginning of its production (May 2020), MMFactory employed 20 refugees who 
worked on the factory floor operating machines and supporting logistics. Table 9 shows the 
refugees’ positions in the factory’s two divisions: mask production and the Re-Start program.

Table 9. The Position of Refugees in the Production of Masks and the Re-Start Program

By creating and running MMFactory, Refugee Company brought together the pro-
duction of certified masks (PPE) and the recruitment of refugees, who could then 
learn additional essential skills for their socio-economic integration in Dutch soci-
ety (Boersma et al., 2020; Boersma & Larruina, in press).

The previous sections have provided the theoretical and context-specific background 
for this study on the perceptions, experiences, and practices of refugees within a social 
enterprise dedicated to helping them integrate into Dutch society. The following sections 
present the data collection methods and the analysis and discussion.

Methodology and Methods: Unpacking Refugees’ Experiences and Engagement

Qualitative methods, including document analysis (secondary sources), interviews, and 
observations (Mason, 2018), were used to contextualize the MMFactory’s work and to 
collect the narratives of refugees (Edwards & Brannelly, 2017; Bucken-Knapp et al., 
2020). Semi-structured interviews were the main method of primary data collection. 

Data Collection

Data collection started in April 2020, when I recorded the appearances of MMFacto-
ry in newspapers, television, and social media. From June to October 2020, when the 
Netherlands eased its social distancing measures (Table 8), I prepared and conducted 
interviews. In June 2020, I explained my research project to MMFactory managers and 
refugees taking part in the program in two different meetings. In addition, the Re-Start 
program manager acted as a liaison between the refugees and me, answering questions 
and communicating about the project through social media (WhatsApp) in English, 

Mask production (28 hours per week) Re-Start program (4 hours per week)

Production manager Re-start manager

Team leader Re-start mentors 

Shift team leader Dutch language teachers 

Refugees (Production line and logistics support) Refugees (as students/trainees)
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Dutch, Arabic, and Tigrinya. After several days, I obtained a list of refugees interested in 
being interviewed. Because the number of responses was very low, four out of twenty 
status holders, I asked the Re-Start manager to ask the others why they did not want 
to be interviewed. Seven individuals were uninterested in the project, and two were 
not refugees (they had another migrant background, which disqualified them for this 
project). The remaining seven individuals expressed concerns about not being able to 
communicate in English or Dutch. As those individuals spoke either Arabic or Tigrinya, 
I recruited the services of interpreters. 

To better collect the experiences of refugees, I conducted the interviews along with one 
of three interpreters, who, apart from Arabic or Tigrinya, were fluent in Dutch or English. 
These individuals were PhD candidates in fields connected to forced migration and colonial 
studies. They also had experience in qualitative methodologies. Two of the interpreters had 
come to the Netherlands as refugees. The other had extensive research experience on the 
economic integration of refugees in the Middle East. The interpreters were also what I call 
“cultural interpreters” because they also contacted respondents and arranged interviews 
following the most appropriate cultural norms and standards. I discussed each interview 
with the participating interpreter before and after it took place. These meetings allowed me 
to explain the content of the interviews and gave interpreters the opportunity to provide 
input based on their knowledge of the languages and cultural nuances involved. Notes and 
impressions about the interviews were also exchanged and discussed. The interpreters re-
mained available during the data interpretation and the writing of this chapter.

To encourage more engagement and fewer inconveniences for the respondents and inter-
viewers, interviews were conducted during factory shifts. To avoid disrupting the production 
line, they were limited to 60 minutes, and the Re-Start program and floor managers were giv-
en at least 24 hours’ notice. The last interview took place the day before the second lockdown 
began (Table 8). The interviewees were all men in their early twenties to mid-fifties, mainly 
from Eritrea and Syria, with education ranging from primary education to bachelor’s degrees.

Data Management, Storage, and Analysis

Interviews took place with guarantees of complete anonymity and the verbal consent of 
respondents. All interviews were recorded with a voice recorder, rather than a smartphone 
or other devices connectable to the internet, to ensure respondents’ privacy and data se-
curity. Furthermore, I did not use respondents’ names or references to their request for 
refuge. I stored and shared the sound files and transcriptions on a safe, non-commercial 
server provided by the VU Amsterdam (surf.net). The interpreters simultaneously trans-
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lated and transcribed the interviews. I used a thematic analysis to study the transcriptions, 
identifying patterns within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79). Additionally, I read the 
transcripts several times until I had identified the most salient themes by referring to exist-
ing theory and the topics and questions addressed during the interviews.

Table 10. Participants, native language, and interview language

MMFactory Narratives

In analyzing the data, I identified three overarching themes with sub-themes. First, nar-
ratives related to the opportunity to work in the factory showed in accounts about work-
ing during the pandemic, the open hiring approach, and the value of working. Second, 
some narratives concerned aspects of the Re-Start program, particularly learning Dutch 
and having opportunities to discuss future employment and education options. Lastly, 
some narratives regarded the factory as a place where refugees could feel normal.

The Business Mission: Inside the Factory

The factory provided a space that allowed respondents to be in a category other than 
status holder, refugee, or migrant. In the factory, they were employees, team members, 
colleagues, and inhabitants of Arnhem. 

Stakeholders Native language Interview language Identifier

Respondent 1 Other Dutch/English R1

Respondent 2 Arabic Dutch/English R2

Respondent 3 Other Dutch/English R3

Respondent 4 Arabic Dutch/English R4

Respondent 5 Tigrinya Tigrinya R5

Respondent 6 Tigrinya Tigrinya R6

Respondent 7 Tigrinya Tigrinya R7

Respondent 8 Tigrinya Tigrinya R8

Respondent 9 Arabic Arabic R9

Respondent 10 Arabic Arabic R10

Respondent 11 Arabic Arabic R11
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Sources: RTL Nieuws and MMFactory

The Beauty of Making Masks During the COVID-19 Pandemic

Respondents were well aware of their privileged position compared to other ref-
ugees, who were unemployed. R1 was proud of the impact his work was having 
during the pandemic. He elaborated on his activities and his capacity to contribute 
to Dutch society with the masks he was making. With a big smile, he indicated that 
he found his situation enjoyable and rewarding.

I think it is beautiful that we can help people, hospitals, and offices. 
There are also companies that need masks at this time. (R1)

R2 was more specific. He saw his work as important in terms of both whom he helped 
and how it was connected to the bigger PPE shortage problem in the Netherlands.

It gives me a good feeling. On TV, I saw that the whole country has a short-
age of face masks, so it is really good for more masks to be produced in the 
Netherlands. I make the face masks for others in this period. (R2)

These accounts addressed notions of beauty and feeling good; they depicted a 
sense of pride, satisfaction, and fulfilment in the type of work they were doing. Sim-
ilarly, R6 was content with working and with addressing the mask shortage.
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It makes me happy to work. It is also a good thing for me to pay back the 
country that sheltered me. It is also my way of paying back. (R6)

This respondent saw his work as contributing to solving the PPE shortage and as a way 
of helping the society that gave him refuge. He also mentioned the possibilities for re-
suming his life. Other respondents mentioned the personal impact that doing a beneficial 
activity had on them. R9 explained how the isolation from the lockdown had affected him.

For seven months, I only had an Arabic [Syrian] friend […]. I did not come out 
from my bedroom during the corona time, sometimes for almost four days. I 
had nothing to go out for, and everything was in that room, and the government 
asked us to stay home. Now I know here about 15 people from both shifts. (R9)

For R9, working in the factory helped alleviate the loneliness and social isolation he 
was feeling due to the pandemic measures. 

Only motivation required 

The respondents were asked how they started to work in the factory. They were not 
directly asked about the recruitment process because I wanted to see how they narrat-
ed the impact of this type of open hiring on their current circumstances. R10 exempli-
fied the situation of many status holders in the Netherlands. He was fit and willing to 
work, but was relying on social benefits and concerned about his language skills.

I spent four years without working, at home, depending on social benefits, 
waiting for gemeente [municipality] to find me a suitable job. I am 54 years 
old. They asked me if I have any disease. I told them I am free of any illness 
at all. […] The gemeente of Arnhem found me a job in the mask factory. My 
spoken Dutch is poor. I told them I will work in any available job. […] They 
looked at my work and accepted me. I do not want to talk about myself 
[being humble]. They said that I am a good worker. (R10) 

By using an open hiring approach, rather than recruitment based on deficits, the 
MMFactory offered this respondent a place and the opportunity he needed. He was 
there not because of his experience or command of the Dutch language but because 
he could and was willing to work. In this conversation, the most salient element was 
the feeling of pride and acceptance he showed both verbally and non-verbally. These 
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feelings were a clear contrast to those he had during the long period of unemployment 
before entering the factory. The following respondent’s response encapsulated the ac-
counts of many of his colleagues.

With a little bit of this language [Dutch] and a little bit of motivation, 
you can work with good results. I find that a lot of them [his colleagues] 
discover themselves here. (R3)

As the motor behind individual actions and goals, motivation was the main ele-
ment considered when hiring status holders. By having the motivation and chan-
neling it into new opportunities, status holders could find a way to be financially 
independent and build a place in society. Motivation allowed the respondents to 
move forward towards their integration and self-discovery.

The Meaning of Work

Despite recognizing that their activities were easy, mechanical, and repetitive, all 
respondents showed enthusiasm for the fact that they were working. They all ex-
pressed feelings of purpose and honor. They also referred to the fact that by work-
ing, they disrupted the representation of the refugee as living on social benefits. R7 
spoke about the relevance of work and how he saw himself in relation to the native 
population (outside the factory). He explained that he was one of two non-Dutch 
residents living on his street and elaborated on his neighbors’ perceptions.

When you are at home [without a job], the Dutch people think you live 
on social benefits. Their view is different when [one is] working or [when 
one is] living on social benefits that originate from their [Dutch people’s] 
taxes. Now, they see me at 6 o’clock going out to work, and their view 
[the way they look] towards me has changed. I am like them. […] I saw a 
change in their views when I started working. (R7)

As R7 explained, the negative feelings originating from his lack of work had 
changed into acceptance because he was working. Although his views were 
based on what he thinks the people around him think, his account indicated that 
his self-esteem and confidence had grown since he started working. 

R5 referred to seeing his life differently. He mentioned the problem that many indi-
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viduals face in trying to balance their work and private lives.

I was living in order to work. Now, I work in order to live. This is the real 
meaning of work for me. Wow! I work because I have to work [work is 
part of life], and I feel great. All in all, work gives me a sense of meaning. 
I feel honored when I work. It gives me a sense of dignity as well. (R5)

Working at the factory allowed R5 to shift from focusing on working to focusing 
on living. This means he has space for other things in his life, such as hobbies, family, 
friends, and the future (education, further training, and business opportunities).

 

The Social Mission through the Re-Start Program

MMFactory’s social mission provides the link between the factory’s production goals and 
the refugees’ motivations. Once respondents spoke about working in the factory, I asked 
questions related to the Re-Start program. This program epitomizes MMFactory’s social 
mission of helping refugees achieve social and economic independence and live their ver-
sion of a meaningful life (Refugee Company, 2021). The respondents referred to the bene-
fits of learning Dutch on-site and the importance of employment and education advice. Nev-
ertheless, they were also critical of the way these possibilities were being offered to them.

Language, the Spirit of Life

All respondents were willing to discuss their experiences with learning Dutch in the 
factory. This willingness was not a surprise because learning the language was as at-
tractive as being employed. R10 saw language as the essence of life, the source of all 
sources. He saw language proficiency as the energy behind his actions and a tool for 
building his future in the Netherlands.

Language is the spirit of life. Language is like breathing. If you do not 
breathe, then it is a problem […] I thank the gemeente of Arnhem. They 
should put the beginners at work with language immediately for six 
months. We did not pass through this when we came. I spent two to three 
years in language school without any benefit. It was useless. They [refu-
gees] spent 10,000 euro [the price of inburgering language exams] but with 
no benefit. The language is the most important here. (R10)
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This respondent further elaborated about the current inburgering exam [October 
2020]: a program he saw as unfit for its purpose. Moreover, the program costs the sta-
tus holders thousands of euros. To R10, it was much more relevant to learn the lan-
guage in the context where it is spoken. He could learn the language by doing. Similarly, 
R1 found learning at the factory useful for improving his language skills and praised 
learning the language in the context where he could immediately apply it.

 
It is very good and helpful in improving my language skills. On Mondays, I 
talk to my colleagues for 2 hours. […] It is fantastic. These hours are also 
paid for; it is not free. It is part of the contract. […]. Sometimes grammar, 
sometimes reading. We learn a lot about the factory; how many people 
work here, who is handicapped, how many hours people work, why they 
work here, the break times, the management, and what is not allowed. (R1)

By learning Dutch and using what he learned in his immediate reality, R1 could absorb what 
he learned in context and avoid systematic forgetting, which is a phenomena well-known in 
language education. Language can be learned faster when it is possible to put the new words 
and information into context. This opportunity gives meaning to what was learned, which is 
essential for long-term memory and for further exploration as an independent speaker.

These accounts showed the relevance of working and learning Dutch in a combined man-
ner. The factory offered a setting to practice the language with fellow status holders and 
Dutch team members. Learning in context also provided opportunities to apply what was 
learned to the immediate surroundings (i.e., the factory, employment, social situations).

Employment and Education Advice

Respondents appreciated the help they received regarding future employment or ed-
ucation. MMFactory offered networking activities and visits from potential employers; 
however, these had been reduced due to the pandemic.

I am new in the Netherlands. I have no experience in this country’s job mar-
ket, and I do not know if my CV fits this work. But now I get help to make my 
CV better and understand what jobs do or do not fit me. (R2)
Yes, I did discuss my plans with them. They even posed the following questions: Are 
you going to extend your contracts here? What then is after this? Or are you going 
back to school? Even if you go back to school, what are you going to do there etc.? 
What skills are you going to learn? They did promise that they will help me. (R7) 
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In his account, R2 explained how valuable it was for him to receive guidance about the job 
market and job application procedures. Meanwhile, R7 described how the advice was given to 
him. He experienced a personalized approach, which thoroughly assessed his possibilities, op-
portunities, and wishes. He also emphasized MMFactory’s promise to assist him with his plans. 
However, the pandemic has drastically limited the original plans that MMFactory had for the 
Re-Start program, which is mainly based on in-person activities rather than online alternatives. 

Everyone in the Same Box

Despite the personalized approach mentioned above, many refugees experienced problems 
because of the lack of differentiation in the program itself. Despite their different language and 
education levels, they were put in the same group. This was the only topic for which respondents 
showed disenchantment and disbelief regarding what the factory could offer them. However, 
this grouping was due to the division of labor and the task environment (i.e., the production line).

Maybe in the Re-Start part. Instead of putting us all in one box, they 
need to differentiate who is where. People with better capacity should 
be given a chance to move forward. Specifically, in the language part, 
they need to level people according to their capacity of mastering 
Dutch. That would be nice. If they lump us all together, they are mak-
ing us the same, limiting our capacities. (R7)

In line with R7’s views, R1 elaborated on the difference in levels by expanding on how some team 
members were beginners, while others were more advanced. He mentioned the Common Europe-
an Framework of Reference for Languages, which identifies the different levels of language learn-
ing, stating that he was familiar with learning the language and what was expected at each level.

Every person is on a different level. Some speak only a bit of Dutch, 
and others barely know the alphabet. Some people are on B1 or B2. 
I am on A2. Now with Corona, all the schools are shut down. Maybe 
in September, when the schools reopen, I will transition into B1. Lan-
guage is very important. I only spoke English everywhere I went, but 
now I am happy to speak some Dutch. (R1)

R1 highlighted that some status holders struggled to write the Latin alphabet, which 
showed the difference in their language levels. Nevertheless, he was grateful that he 
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could receive Dutch language training during the pandemic, when the language train-
ing institutes were closed (Table 8). Similarly, R4 reflected on the heterogeneity of the 
factory population, not only in cultural terms, but also in education. 

I would say there is a difference between someone who has gone to school 
and someone who has not gone to school. Regardless of whether someone 
is from Eritrea, Somalia, Ethiopia, Uganda, the differences are there. The 
way someone who has gone to school thinks is different from how someone 
who has not gone to school thinks, so you have to keep that in mind. (R4)

He explained that education provides knowledge about specific things and makes 
people think more critically. He found the different levels of education among his co-
hort somewhat disconcerting, in the sense that the different levels of education also 
indicated different behaviors and perceptions about similar things.

Between Business and Social Missions

As a social enterprise, MMFactory brings together various dynamics to achieve its 
business and social missions. From respondents’ perspectives, the factory is a place to 
work, learn Dutch, and to think of future possibilities. 

The Mask Factory as a Real Place 

When asked how things were going in the factory, respondents described elements re-
lated to the factory’s business and social sides. R1 highlighted the importance of work-
ing in the factory (business side) and learning Dutch while doing so (social side).

Yes! This factory is a very good place for someone to learn the Dutch lan-
guage while also gaining more work experience. For example, if I work 
hard and do a good job, maybe next year the boss will extend my contract. 
When I do a good job, they may ask what I will do in the future. Will I stay 
here or go to work or study elsewhere? It is an opportunity for people. (R1)

Another respondent, R7, referred to how the factory’s reliability and stability helped 
him make plans for his future. He knew how many days he was working and the income 
he was generating from those working days. This situation was different from other 
working conditions he had when he was available to work, but the weekly hours were 
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not guaranteed. By working in the factory, he was part of a broader learning process 
in which he saw how a successful business needed to work to be viable and deliver its 
product. In other words, he felt that the factory was a secure place to work because it 
was a successful business with a solid and effective business plan in which he played a 
role. This success is part of the private sector characteristics that the factory is deploy-
ing to remain sustainable.

The four days are fixed, and they cannot say you have work today or you do 
not have the next day. Your income and hours are fixed and known. In other 
workplaces, what they do is they write and call saying that you do not have 
work. The consistency in working time and income here is very important. (R7)

The stability to organize his time and income was vital for R7. This benefit 
may be more available in the private/for-profit sector, where work schedules and 
income may be guaranteed.

Feeling Normal

R2 was gratified with his work in the factory, even though it was not in his previous pro-
fession. He knew he needed to adapt to his new situation. By learning how to operate 
machines and about the logic behind them, he could gain more experience for future 
jobs and professional prospects.

I want to continue working here. My job does not match my background, 
as I was an XXXX before, but things are now different. This is better for 
me now. My technical experience will now increase. (R2)

Similarly, R6 referred to his lack of knowledge about machine operation and how 
working in the factory allowed him to learn. 

In other workplaces, I was only a product medewerker [employee]. I do 
not know anything about machines. […] Now, I have a good opportunity to 
learn this. Now, I realized that I could do normal work as any other normal 
people like me do. We are all at the same level, I realized. […] Well working 
with machines and knowing how to operate them. […] Finally, I can say I 
learn to interact with other groups of people. (R6)
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R6 also explained that the factory was a place where he felt normal, where his expe-
riences and behaviors were not so different from those of the people around him. His 
work in the factory gave him confidence, equality, and normality, all feelings that had 
been distant because of his refugee experience.

One Priority above All 

Other respondents had a less idealized view of the factory. R5 saw MMFactory as what 
it was, a place to produce masks, where staff needed to follow schedules and rosters. He 
did not see it as a Dutch language institute. In his view, the Dutch courses in the factory 
provided the basic language skills needed to work in the factory but nothing else.

It is also work, the majority of the time is spent on work, and only 2 
hours are allocated to the language. All in all, we only get Dutch cours-
es for 4 hours only. Sometimes there are terms/glossary of the factory 
which we do not know about work, so we learn it in the class. This place 
is not about language but about the work area. It is work oriented rath-
er than language oriented. (R5)

The following respondent also had some criticisms. He mentioned that the factory 
had promised them coaching and advice to prepare for future work or study (part of the 
Re-Start program and widely advertised in the recruitment process). However, he only 
recalled one instance when he could talk about his aspirations and dreams.

In the beginning, they told us they would guide us in the process until 
now; however, I have not heard anything from them. I have been asked 
only once what I would like to do or what my plans are. […] So, the pro-
duction is taking over. (R5)

Similarly, in R6’s view, the only way MMFactory differed from other factories was that 
he was learning Dutch (Re-Start program). In his experience, the production of masks 
was the main priority and not the Re-Start program.

There was a promise that they wanted to teach us how we could write 
an email. Maybe because of Corona, it is not happening. All in all, it 
would be nice to have a course or skills like writing emails, how to write 
motivation letters, etc. (R6) 
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All respondents highlighted the fact that on the factory floor, there were only non-
Dutch people. All the people working there were status holders, other than the team 
leader. R3 explained that the factory floor could also be considered a learning space, with 
Dutch colleagues at the same level as him rather than just as managers or supervisors. 

It is a new culture. I think maybe I have an idea too… if you want to give the 
newcomer Dutch culture and Western culture, we have to mix with them. 
Nowadays, there is no Dutch person on the floor, only in administration. I 
am just doing that. They were doing well, but if there were a Dutch person 
on our side, that would be better. (R3)

Despite being in a program to help him build a path towards his integration, R3 felt 
left out. These accounts show how the business side of the factory is emphasized more 
than the social aspect. However, this emphasis is at least partly connected to the pan-
demic, which has kept the factory busy producing masks but also has limited the Re-
Start program’s training activities to help the refugees search for future employment 
and education opportunities (Table 8).

Opportunities through Interspace: Above and Beyond Business and Social Missions

The respondents referred to their pasts in their country of origin and in the Netherlands 
before being in the factory. However, all their accounts concerned the present and how they 
made sense of their past, present, and future. For R11, the MMFactory created possibilities to 
practice the language, make mistakes, and learn and gain confidence in real-life interactions.

Everything is fine and good. But outside, some Dutch people stay away from 
Arabs. Here when I saw them [Dutch people], it is different from expected. 
At first, I believed they would avoid us because I am a refugee, but now it 
is different. […] I realized they treat us like the Dutch people, equally. They 
changed my view totally. […] Here, I have learned by talking to people how 
to treat others. As I told you, my neighbors are elderly, and now I am open 
to them. I was afraid to say even a word to avoid misunderstandings. (R11) 

Another respondent, R1, referred to the factory as an intersection between his 
present and future positions and highlighted how he considered his possibilities 
and opportunities. He seemed relaxed and full of plans: he had time to think and 
evaluate what to do while working at MMFactory. 
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So, this kind of work [at the MMFactory] is good for me. It is new, excit-
ing, and different. I once discussed my future with my teacher [mentor 
in MMFactory], and we talked about me doing something technical, 
becoming a carpenter or an electrician. If I could not do that, I would 
do something police or security-related because I am strong. But now 
I am happy with my job. (R1)

Similarly, R3 described how he had been lonely and how working in the factory 
had improved his situation. With some nostalgia, he reflected on his new situation, 
being a refugee, and how the factory was a tool to enable change in his future. 

Yes, it is a good way to start and be in contact with people. It is bet-
ter than staying at home. Until I learned the new language, the Dutch 
language, I was at home, but staying at home is difficult for me. […] Of 
course. Being in touch with people is better than staying at home. I un-
derstand that my life has changed as a refugee. A new life, but I have to 
agree. I have to find myself under these new circumstances. (R3)
While R3’s tone was slightly melancholic, his shy and hopeful smile re-
flected confidence and understanding of the road ahead. 

All respondents referred to previous experiences in their homelands and in the 
Netherlands. They also addressed their current situations and the possibilities and 
opportunities ahead, making references to those in the factory and in their commu-
nities. The MMFactory gave them space at the fringes of the dominant discourse in 
which they could consider possibilities and make plans.

Discussion and Conclusion

This chapter has shown how refugees perceived and lived the hybridity and interspace 
in an SE dedicated to refugee integration and run by non-refugees. Refugee Company, 
and its subsidiary MMFactory, supplies masks to the Dutch government, which guar-
antees the SE’s financial sustainability as it pursues its social mission (Boersma et al., 
2020; Boersma & Larruina, in press). The initiative adapted to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which was both the impetus for the factory’s creation (Doherty et al., 2014; Drabek & 
McEntire, 2003) and a constraint to its social mission (Table 8).
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The factory’s hybridity was in the intertwined dynamics between its business and social 
missions. On the business side, working during the pandemic helped refugees avoid seclu-
sion and its associated psychological problems so they could focus on their futures. The use 
of Open Hiring (Davis, 2018), which focused on refugees’ assets, especially their motivation, 
rather than their deficits (Ghorashi & Sabelis, 2013; Glastra, 1999), proved successful. It 
allowed an ad hoc hiring approach of quickly evaluating applicants and offering jobs, which 
was vital for getting the factory up and running as soon as possible. On the social mission 
side, refugees had mixed feelings about MMFactory’s Re-Start program. Those with low lev-
els of Dutch were pleased with the Dutch language courses offered, but those with higher 
levels were not. They suggested separating levels and using a more tailored approach. This 
challenges the open hiring approach, which mainly focused on motivation to work and not 
on language or education levels. Refugees greatly appreciated the Re-Start program’s em-
ployment and education advice that helped them navigate cultural codes and procedures 
in the Netherlands. Nevertheless, some respondents were discontented with seemingly un-
fulfilled promises or the lack of clarity regarding future possibilities, which they associated 
with the pandemic and the effect of government measures to minimize infections. 

MMFactory aims to play an essential role in refugees’ lives by providing income for seven 
months and prospects for training and employment, as well as structure and a sense of purpose 
and pride that allows refugees to define their possibilities and options for the future. In this 
research, refugee respondents were satisfied with working and mentioned the importance of 
MMFactory’s economic mission (producing face masks during a pandemic). Though its social 
mission was also essential to them, they saw the factory mainly as a place to work. The refugees 
perceived the production side, the business side, as more important. Working in the factory 
gave respondents a sense of being normal and created stability and security. As an SE, MMFac-
tory realizes the importance of such feelings in developing a solid path towards integration, 
which is one of its core missions. It also moves away from the notion of providing charity by giv-
ing an essential role to work, making that work both meaningful and a space of participation.

Respondents did not experience the factory as an interspace in which they could stop 
and reflect on their past and present situations (Ghorashi, 2014; Ghorashi & Sabelis, 2013). 
The conditions for delay, epochè, and alterity were absent during interviews. These condi-
tions could only be met if the factory would have been able to fully realize its ambition. This 
experience was limited because the Re-Start program did not appear to be fully functional 
or developed and was severely hampered by the pandemic. While respondents were lis-
tened to and could ask any questions, communication channels were unclear. Additionally, 
they could not use the information they were able to gain or implement concrete actions. 
Their potential could not be actualized because of the pandemic and the need to produce 
masks quickly. Thus, there was a paradox of creativity during the pandemic: MMFactory’s 
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hybridity enabled it to innovatively create and run the factory with an inclusive ap-
proach towards refugee development. However, MMFactory’s ambition to function fully 
as an interspace was limited by infection-prevention measures (i.e., social distancing, 
limited gatherings, travel restrictions) and by the reduction or prevention of the partic-
ipation of many external stakeholders due to pandemic regulations(possible employ-
ers, education and training advice providers).

This research raises important questions about how social enterprises manage their 
business and social mission priorities. The COVID-19 pandemic provided an opportu-
nity for the new venture to appear and flourish, yet it also hampered its social priority. 
Furthermore, the factory’s potential to create an interspace for delay and otherness 
(Ghorashi, 2014; Ghorashi & Sabelis, 2013) was limited due to the accelerated PPE 
production and the pandemic’s urgency (Boersma & Larruina, in press). The lack of 
synchronization between missions was a missed opportunity for the factory’s first co-
hort of refugees. While seven months is a relatively short period in the life of an SE, it 
was a unique time for these refugees. Still, MMFactory provided an environment where 
refugees could experience interspace and take advantage of opportunities that are only 
available in a social enterprise dedicated explicitly to their integration. 

In practice, SEs need to adjust their priorities as soon as they start up and include the 
refugee perspective as early as possible (even before initiatives are running). This was not 
the case with MMFactory. However, their support for this research was motivated by the po-
tential to use its findings to improve their work. Acting quickly to make improvements will 
mitigate the risk of demotivating refugees and adding anguish to the already limiting ex-
periences that they have faced since their arrival and before coming to work at the factory. 

This study contributes to broadening reflections on the paradoxes arising from 
SEs and their capacity to optimize their social mission’s potential, ultimately creating 
the conditions for interspace. Further research should focus on power dynamics and 
co-creation practices (Chapter 5) by bringing refugee perspectives and lived experienc-
es to SEs created for refugees but run by non-refugees. Similarly, this cohort of refugees 
should be followed as part of a longitudinal study to evaluate the medium- and long-
term effects of their experience at MMFactory.

This study also had limitations that can be addressed in future studies. First, inter-
views were conducted only during the factory’s first six months of operation, a period of 
adapting and learning for both status holders and the MMFactory. This period also saw 
changes in the factory’s management and the structure of the Re-Start program. Due 
to the second lockdown and respondents’ lack of interest in using Skype, Zoom, or the 
like, organizing new or follow-up meetings was not possible. Another issue is that the 
respondents were all men. Despite three attempts to engage female respondents, none 
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of the four women working in the factory was interested in participating. In order to 
maintain the anonymity of the respondents, differences in age, education, length of stay 
in the Netherlands, and country of origin could not be identified as part of the analysis. 

As the headline for the Trouw article mentioned at the beginning of this chapter sug-
gested, MMFactory is undoubtedly filled with the dreams of refugees for the future. 
However, to make those dreams real and to avoid further delays and disenchantment, 
the SE must understand and evaluate the ambitions of the refugees and make clear 
plans to best help them achieve their goals. By allowing this research, MMFactory has 
shown the necessary commitment and engagement to use the study’s findings to po-
tentiate its hybridity and to create the conditions necessary for interspace. 





DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

CHAPTER SEVEN
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Discussion and Conclusion

I often find myself pondering the breach between desperation and opportunity that 
refugees in the Netherlands, Europe, and beyond encounter. These two extremes of 
the asylum process were marked by very real outcomes in the ten years that mark 
the beginning and end of my study. In March 2011, Kambiz Roustayi set himself 
on fire in Dam square in the middle of Amsterdam. Ten years later, in 2021, Ahmet 
Osmat got a job at a multinational firm almost immediately after he was granted 
refugee status. Despite the singularities of each person and the distinct (im)pos-
sibilities both faced on their refugee journey, their lives are entangled. Roustayi’s 
possibilities remain in perpetual hiatus. What could have been will never be. Os-
mat’s life moves on. What could have been is and will be. 

While separated by ten years, Roustayi and Osmat are two ends of the same rope. 
One was the victim of the most extreme form of exclusion, the invisibility of the nev-
er-arrival ending in death triggered by desperation. The other was lucky enough to 
find a social initiative to assist him in channelling his drive and finding a way to ful-
fil his dream. Osmat’s story is one of endurance, drive, and accomplishment made 
possible by meaningful integration. How can this gap be? What happened in the ten 
years that separate these stories? How are these stories related to luck, odds, and 
competencies? This dissertation aimed to answer these questions by unravelling 
exclusionary processes in the reception of refugees in the Netherlands and the role 
of the various actors involved. The research question was: How did governmental 
organizations, civil society, and volunteers engage with bordering practices in the 
reception and meaningful integration of refugees in the Netherlands between 2011 
and 2021, and what role did refugees have in these processes?  

In this final chapter, I answer the research question. In the discussion of my 
findings, I elaborate on the consequences of visible and invisible bordering prac-
tices in the lives of refugees and the opportunities for collaboration between 
societal actors. The chapter examines how visible and invisible bordering was 
challenged through different actions and practices, which ultimately offer further 
reflection and potential to change the field. I also discuss the theoretical con-
tributions to existing bodies of literature. Concretely, bordering, power, agency, 
and the refugee journey. Subsequently, I discuss the implications of the findings 
for practice and reflect on the methodology used to collect the data. I finish this 
chapter by indicating possible paths for future research.



167

C
H

A
P

T
E

R
 S

E
V

E
N

Answering the Research Question

In the ten years covered in this dissertation, recently arrived refugees were caught be-
tween their institutionalization and a winding road towards meaningful integration, 
marked by repeated turns and detours. This situation involved visible and invisible bor-
dering practices: accommodation in AZCs, bureaucratic asylum procedures, and lengthy 
integration trajectories (visible) along with essentialized categorization and normaliza-
tion of practices and attitudes about refugees (invisible). Between 2011 and 2021, the 
reception and integration of refugees remained a sequential process, with steps that 
needed to be taken one after the other by refugees. This sequence further hindered the 
refugee journey towards meaningful integration because it delayed their ability to re-
sume their lives, pursue their dreams, and eventually make the Netherlands their home. 
Nonetheless, there are opportunities for change in these visible and invisible mecha-
nisms because many societal actors from civil society have become involved in refugee 
reception and integration since the beginning of this study. While in 2011, only govern-
mental organizations and a few established civil society actors took part, by 2021, more 
social initiatives were active and engaged, most notably in the form of social enterpris-
es.1 Most of these new initiatives emerged during the asylum system crisis. In many cas-
es, they found a way to adapt their missions to remain active after it. Their perspectives 
and practices have a transformative potential that, if sustainable, could lead to changes 
that promote meaningful integration. If these social enterprises grow and become sus-
tainable, there can be places that enable refugees’ growth and facilitate their dreams. 

While collaboration between societal actors such as governmental organizations 
and civil society played an important role during the refugee system crisis and, in 
some cases,  materialized again after that period, it fell short due to different organ-
izational logics and objectives that led to inconsistencies in their actions and out-
comes of their work. As I will discuss later, governmental organizations and civil so-
ciety both have favorable and unfavorable qualities. This is why their combination is 
essential to developing a smooth reception and meaningful integration of refugees. 
Yet, it remains a challenge to shape collaboration sustainably. 

After 2015, self-led groups and refugee advocates became more active and vis-
ible in the landscape. While refugee-led organizations were already active and 
present in policy advice through consultation bodies in earlier decades, new at-
tention emerged for the importance of refugee voices in this period. New organ-
izations and collectives also emerged.  Both the newly active groups and indi-
viduals and the advocates of the previous generation described the experience 

1  WISE; work integration social enterprises.
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similarly. They felt they were not being taken seriously and only involved symbol-
ically (Ponzoni, et al., 2020). Meaningful interaction is possible only when gov-
ernmental organizations and civil society, as the most prominent actors in the 
field, shift their own borders, recognize complementarity, value, and knowledge 
of refugee advocates and refugee-led groups, and commit to working together. 
Moreover, governmental organizations and civil society need to include the refu-
gee perspective from the beginning of their collaboration. Refugees’ perspective 
should become as prominent in the field as the perspective of other actors.

For collaboration to make the work of societal actors stronger, governmental or-
ganizations need to first move beyond the command-and-control approach and 
embrace perspectives and practices that other societal actors can bring as a result 
of their flexibility. Only then can societies create the conditions for integration that 
make sense to the refugees concerned and connect to the refugees’ experiences and 
expectations. For meaningful integration to be possible, societal actors need to be 
aware of the three following conditions; momentum, connection, and collaboration.

• Momentum refers to the energy and synergy that different societal actors geared 
towards a common or similar aim convey in a given time and space. 

• Connection is needed to form relations that tie together different societal actors. For 
this it is relevant that societal actors recognize their own limits and are aware of why 
they need the perspective, expertise, knowledge and input of the other. This is particu-
larly important regarding multiple perspectives. 

• Collaboration comes with momentum and connection. It can be explored 
and created together with different societal actors working together to-
wards their common aims.

The Main Findings

I have used visible and invisible bordering as an overarching concept to explain the 
complex, multilevel, and multi-layered process of exclusion of refugees and their 
struggles for (meaningful) integration in Dutch society (Brambilla et al., 2015; Cas-
sidy et al., 2018; Van Houtum et al., 2005; Yuval-Davis et al., 2019). Bordering is 
present in visible and invisible practices that coexist through interdependent dy-
namics at micro, mezzo, and macro societal levels. It deters the meaningful inte-
gration of refugees and plays a role in collaboration opportunities between social 
actors and the transformative potential of their agency.
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Visible Bordering and Refugees

From Institutionalization to Everyday Bureaucracy

Refugees applying for asylum in the Netherlands stay in AZCs. They must remain there 
until they obtain refugee status. As elaborated upon in Chapter 2, refugees share facil-
ities during their stay in the AZC, have limited entitlement to work (Chapter 6; Min-
isterie van Justitie en Veiligheid, 2022 ; de Lange & Özdemir, 2020) and cannot study. 
Living and waiting inside an AZC leads to the institutionalization of refugees. They 
remain separate from society. All aspects of their lives are bordered and administered 
to inside the centers. This limits their actions and choices, no matter what their plans, 
capacities, and aptitudes are. The time spent in an AZC is mainly a barren period and 
affects the capacity of refugees to prepare to become part of society once status is ob-
tained. The accommodation in the AZCs and the asylum request procedure combines 
to keep refugees away from Dutch society, thus decreasing their chances of starting 
afresh as well as adding extra burdens to their journey.

To understand the state of refugees between their past and present experiences, I 
zoomed in on the different phases of their journey. In this period of institutionaliza-
tion and bureaucracy, transition – passing from one place to another – is more prom-
inent than stability, being (relatively) established. Understanding this in-between 
and dynamic condition is essential for various societal actors facilitating the refugee 
journey towards a more stable life. This understanding will help both societal actors 
and refugees create opportunities and soft landings when the uncertainty of the sit-
uation makes it difficult to deliver on expectations. While refugees most often have 
the energy to start anew in society and hope that the opportunity to begin again can 
soften the loss of what was left behind (Ponzoni et al., 2021), they also need physical 
and emotional space to gain distance from their past and connect with their present. 
Learning the language, education, and opportunities for employment are essential to 
building a connection with the new society. And yet, when refugees are institution-
alized in AZC, with no privacy, surrounded by other refugees with similar problems 
and apart from the new society, there is no room to plan a future, create strategies, 
connect, and engage in self-development. In line with previous research in the Dutch 
context (Geuijen, 2003; Ghorashi 2015; 2016; Ten Holder, 2012), I show in Chapter 
2 that this situation has negative and irreparable consequences for the well-being of 
refugees and their opportunities to integrate into society.

Moreover, once refugees obtain their refugee status, they continue to be inter-
twined with national and local governmental organizations. These institutions play 
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an essential role in the different administrative procedures that play a role in legit-
imizing the integration trajectory. In addition to the administrative procedures, the 
refugee integration trajectory is designed as a process with clear steps that must 
be taken one after the other, despite the fact that many refugees are quite capable 
of taking them simultaneously (Ahmet Osmat’s case is a good example of this). For 
example, to find work, start a business, or study, refugees first need to obtain ref-
ugee status, learn the language, and prepare and pass the inburgering exam. These 
steps take time and energy, which further delays the capacities and opportunities of 
refugees to settle. As shown in Chapter 6, outside the AZC refugees face inconsisten-
cy in the assistance offered by municipalities and struggle to operate within Dutch 
bureaucracy when looking for employment or possibilities to establish a business. 
Refugees are repeatedly delayed, restrained, and distracted from focusing on their 
dreams, energy, and plans to (re) start their lives in the new country.

Visible bordering deters refugees from becoming part of society because it interferes 
with their lives and their journey towards finding a way to be meaningfully integrat-
ed. What is more, visible bordering makes refugees dependent on services offered by 
governmental organizations and the assistance that civil society offers to remedy the 
effects of such dependency. The reception, accommodation, and integration procedures 
created to protect and help refugees actually hamper the possibilities of meaningful 
integration into Dutch society. While this has been the case for the last ten years, there 
have been no substantial changes to this situation.

 
A Collaboration Deficit Between Societal Actors During the Asylum System Crisis

Collaboration between governmental organizations and civil society has played a role in 
policy changes that partly challenge visible bordering. However, collaboration fell short of 
leading to creating the conditions for meaningful integration and becoming sustainable.

As elaborated upon earlier, the collaboration between civil society and the govern-
ment intensified in the period of 2012-2015, when the adverse effects of the institu-
tionalization of refugees had been addressed by various academic and research doc-
uments (ACVZ, 2013; Ten Holder, 2012; WRR, 2015). The crisis directly impacted the 
(new) public discourse and activities in refugee reception and integration because it 
showed the vulnerability of the refugee reception system. More concretely, the crisis 
showed that governmental organizations such as the COA lacked the necessary logisti-
cal and material resources to do its work. They had to organize the intake of refugees 
on an ad-hoc basis in temporary locations (Smets et al., 2017, Chapters 3 & 4) and ask 
for assistance from local governments, which then requested help from civil society. 
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Institutional weaknesses increased the profile of civil society because they could bring 
new and much-needed practices and perspectives to the field. 

As shown in Chapters 3 and 4, the Salvation Army and the Red Cross set up 
ad-hoc emergency shelters that provided food and other specific needs. During 
this period, civil society initiatives engaged in activities to welcome refugees as 
well because they were unsatisfied with the top-down approach taken by the gov-
ernment. The general view was that the COA, the same organization running the 
AZCs, was limited by its bureaucratic procedures, which hindered cooperation 
and communication channels with other actors. Many spontaneous initiatives 
sprang up to welcome refugees and organize small scale housing. Yet, since these 
initiatives were not formally organized, governmental organizations struggled to 
integrate them into their responses. When there were some mechanisms in place 
to recruit volunteers, many perceived the requirements and procedures to join in 
as slowing down rather than accelerating processes. 

When spontaneous activities started to grow, some found that they could not 
keep their informal and fluid nature. As elaborated in Chapter 3, when Gastvrij 
Oost decided to become a foundation, they gave up the agility to juggle expecta-
tions and tasks that their original flexibility provided. Yet the more formalized 
structure was seen as necessary to allow them to exist and eventually become 
sustainable. On the other hand, some established organizations found alterna-
tives to their formal structures and adapted to the circumstances. The Red Cross 
included many spontaneous volunteers in their activities (Ready2help). While 
spontaneous and newly formed organizations struggled to become formalized, 
existing organizations, such as the Red Cross, found ways to systematize their 
challenges. Throughout this period, there were many lost opportunities for col-
laboration between emergent and established civil society organizations

During the asylum system crisis, governmental initiatives failed to complement 
their work/needs with the spontaneous forms of volunteering available. At the same 
time, spontaneous (civil society) organizations struggled with the legitimation and 
continuity of their work. Civil society showed the importance of improvisation and 
flexibility, yet lacked the flexibility to support and complement each other. Despite 
their common goals to create smooth conditions for the reception of refugees, civil 
society and governmental organizations were unsuccessful in making the most of the 
resources available. Nevertheless, this period showed the relevance of different so-
cietal actors to create the conditions for meaningful integration. It was a period (and 
space) where many heterogeneous and multiple perspectives engaged in a contest to 
bring their views and actions into practice.
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A Collaboration Deficit Between Societal Actors After the Refugee System Crisis 

My research shows that civil society put the knowledge and experiences gathered 
during the refugee system crisis into practice. They shaped opportunities for connect-
edness at the mezzo and micro levels by sharing best practices and focusing on local 
rather than central governments (Chapter 4). They showed that (until then) seeming-
ly unexpected partners, such as bottom-up initiatives and local governments, could 
work together. However, they lacked the necessary competence to strengthen their 
collaboration capacities and learn from each other in the long term.

Chapter 5 discussed the collaboration between different societal actors, the Euro-
pean Migrant Advisory Board (EMAB). In this partnership, coordinated by the munic-
ipality of Amsterdam with several other European cities and the European Commis-
sion, civil society contributed to the creation of a board in which refugees provided 
policy advice. The collaboration shaped the social and material conditions to facilitate 
refugee participation in policy advice regarding (migrant) housing, employment, and 
education. The partnership that created the board was aware that earlier approaches 
to making policies for instead of with refugees had been unsuccessful. The board mem-
bers were defined by their migration experience, their networks in the policymaking 
field, and their professional and educational knowledge. However, their qualities were 
entangled with mechanisms that tokenized them. While this collaboration succeeded 
in creating the board, it couldn’t meet its ultimate goal because the refugee board mem-
bers remained excluded in a process that claimed to include them. Board members 
found no space for their perspectives to be taken seriously. Tensions went unacknowl-
edged. Additionally, the refugee board was considered neither successful enough nor 
representative enough. What was left was to use them as a showcase of inclusion, a 
token and to make them fit in the system through co-option. 

Similarly, in 2020-2021, as elaborated upon in Chapter 6, the Refugee Company (in-
itially begun during the crisis) brought together resources from the local government 
and private donors like the Philips Foundation. This initiative succeeded in creating 
and developing a mask factory (MMFactory) in the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
In addition to mask production, they had a central social mission of refugee participa-
tion in economic integration. Nevertheless, while the factory successfully started its 
production,2 it struggled to include the perspectives of the refugees when implement-
ing integration programs. As a result, it did not entirely succeed in meeting its ambition 

2  For more information please see; Boersma, K., & Larruina, R. (Accepted/In press). Restoring the 
medical supply chain from below. The role of social entrepreneurship in the production of face masks 
during the COVID-19 crisis. In A. Adroit, K. Moore, R. Grace, & C. Zobel (Eds.), Proceedings of the 18th 
ISCRAM Conference (pp. 1-10).
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of creating the conditions for meaningful integration. This shortfall occurred primarily 
because the factory was under pressure to produce masks. They were busy trying to 
balance the financial viability and sustainability of the enterprise.

The core message of these chapters was that even when the momentum that was 
spurred on by crisis and with all the energy in the societal field to create new incentives 
and possibilities for different forms of collaboration, there were still roadblocks. Many 
of the inconsistencies in practice were due to the variety in organizational logics, and 
objectives, as well as the limitations caused by restrictions around COVID-19. On the 
one hand, governmental organizations are characterized by a formal and professional 
approach, with categorical targets that are results-oriented and have an instrumental 
approach (i.e., allocation of asylum seekers, cases to be handled, fact-checking). On the 
other hand, civil society, volunteers, and engaged individuals have an informal, hands-
on, and welcoming perspective (i.e., practicing the language, befriending refugees, giv-
ing attention to specific needs). In line with Ponzoni et al., 2021, I would argue that each 
approach has strengths and weaknesses. Both approaches are necessary for refugee re-
ception and meaningful integration. Collaboration can only work long-term when gov-
ernmental organizations and civil society recognize their complementarity and value 
and find the logistical and structural ways to enact their mutually dependent potential 
with the input and participation of refugees.

Invisible Bordering and Refugees

Essentialized Categorization and Normalization

My research shows that refugees are also immobilized and differentiated through 
invisible bordering practices. These practices perpetuate the role of governmental 
organizations and civil society and make opportunities for collaboration weaker. The 
state and society see refugees as a problem because they depend on governmental or-
ganizations and services. Nevertheless, the state keeps managing this burden through 
bureaucratic and administrative procedures, enhancing negative perceptions and 
feeding the image of refugees as dependent and vulnerable. 

In my research, I show how essentialization and categorization lead to invisible 
bordering. Essentialization happens when something or someone is portrayed with 
stereotypical and immutable characteristics. In the case of refugees, they are often 
seen as helpless, opportunity seekers, lethargic, and unfit to live in Dutch (and Eu-
ropean) society. While categorization is classifying a set of items or characteristics 
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according to qualities, the classifier (governmental organizations, policymakers, civil 
society) perceives refugees as belonging more to one category than another depend-
ing on a host of factors (Yanow, 2002, p. 9). In other words, essentialization traps 
refugees within the borders of a single story of refugeeness. Categorization creates 
homogenizing narratives that depict refugees as problematic and weak. They need 
control by governmental organizations and help from civil society. 

Essentialization and categorization become normalized, perpetuating negative im-
ages of refugees. They are unquestioned and taken for granted. These images are 
institutionalized and have become part of operational structures in the various pro-
cedures and regulations throughout the process of refugee reception and integration. 
It is a vicious circle that impacts refugees and the opportunities of social actors to 
collaborate and create new alternatives to ameliorate such problems. These process-
es create invisible bordering even when the intentions of the social actors are good. 

Undermining Collaboration Opportunities 

Invisible bordering practices prevent the inclusion of the refugee’s perspective. For 
instance, Chapter 5 shows that the refugees advising on migration policies perceived 
their presence as a box-ticking exercise. What is more, several of the refugees on the 
board did not feel taken seriously. Despite all the logistical and human resources ef-
forts, best intentions, and support to create the board, the refugee presence was to-
kenized. While the initiative succeeded in creating a unique pilot for its European 
dimension, it ended with the board having a mostly symbolic presence. 

Chapter 6 argued that the specific circumstances and hopes of refugees were not 
fully considered by the social enterprise when advising on future employment or 
study opportunities. They offered general help and information but did not tailor 
their response to those who dreamed of doing other things. Equally, when it came to 
the Dutch language training offered in the factory, refugees with different levels (from 
beginner to advanced) were put in the same course. This slowed the progress of all 
participants. Those with more advanced skills could not improve further, and those 
with basic knowledge could not focus on the essential first steps of the language. At 
that particular moment, the social enterprise dealt with the needs and opportunities 
of the refugees with a relatively standard, one-size-fits-all approach.3 

Challenges were faced in all of these examples, despite the good intentions of the so-
cietal actors. In the first case they were defied to create conditions that allow for the 
3  The factory where the program was being run had just started operated and COVID-19 limited their 
resources.



175

C
H

A
P

T
E

R
 S

E
V

E
N

variety of perspectives to challenge the status quo. In the second case it was the rush 
and paradox of COVID-19, which both served as the impetus for the establishment of the 
factory and restricted interaction and the creation of delayed spaces.

Both governmental organizations and civil society were not entirely successful to mean-
ingfully integrate refugee perspectives even when they were able to instrumentally contrib-
ute to integration. One of the reasons for this lack of success in a more in-depth engagement 
with refugees was the unintentional reproduction of the persisting images of refugees as 
in need of assistance rather than as actors who could contribute to creating solutions for 
their integration path. Moreover, not including their perspective made refugees doubt the 
relevance of their perspectives and qualities, their role in society, and the role of the organ-
izations claiming to support them in bringing their points of view to the table. 

At points, the impacts of these initiatives were important for refugees. Yet their effect 
was somehow limited because the perspectives of those they planned to help could not 
be taken into account systematically (with time, no rush, with a method, etc.). However, 
reflexivity about those representations and practices can generate spaces for alterna-
tive and innovative understandings, fundamental to thinking and generating new ap-
proaches that lead to meaningful integration. This subtle form of exclusion goes for all 
societal actors because they are part of the dominant imagination. What is exceptional 
about most Dutch civil society initiatives is that they are simultaneously aware of the 
normalizing power of the dominant images, yet still reproduce them. This happened 
because they neglected to build in enough time for reflection in their practices, needed 
to act because of their vulnerable position without steady resources, and because of 
external circumstances (i.e., COVID-19). All of which contributed to limiting possibilities 
for creating delayed interactive spaces.

Theoretical Contributions

My dissertation draws upon concepts and theories from sociology, refugee studies, crit-
ical diversity studies, public administration, organization sciences, crisis governance, 
and political geography. Nevertheless, I attempt to transcend these scientific fields by 
addressing the theoretical contributions of my findings in an overarching manner. In 
sum, this dissertation contributes to widening the understanding of bordering and 
power, agency and reflexivity, and the refugee journey. Power provides a lens to under-
stand how societal actors position themselves within visible and invisible bordering 
practices. Still, individuals and organizations can challenge and transform bordering 
practices when they are reflexive about a situation and act upon their understandings. 
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This capacity permits actors to be open to different viewpoints, including refugee per-
spectives and journeys. Understanding the refugee journey is crucial to challenge the 
fundamental logic of social actors because it brings into question established power 
relations. Nonetheless, creating and developing sustainable forms of collaboration and 
reflexivity between governmental organizations, civil society, and refugees is essential 
to create inclusive and durable paths towards meaningful integration.

Bordering and Power

The exclusion and inclusion of recently arrived refugees, and their struggles for meaning-
ful integration in the Netherlands, epitomize the notion of bordering and the intercon-
nected processes of ordering and othering (Brambilla et al., 2015; Cassidy et al., 2018; 
Van Houtum et al., 2005; Yuval-Davis et al., 2019). In line with Van Houtum and Naerssen, 
2002; Newman, 2011; and Scott, 2021, I argue that bordering triggers spatial and social 
mechanisms of differentiation that keep refugees on the fringes of Dutch society. These 
range from institutional practices and processes to the experiences of everyday life.

To understand the visible and invisible bordering practices and their variety, Luke’s 
three dimensions of power has been helpful. The first dimension, the decision-making 
processes concerning visible conflicts of interests (Lukes 1974:15), is central to under-
standing refugees’ institutionalization in AZCs and the bureaucracy of the asylum appli-
cation procedure. I addressed this as the material side of the dominant discourse in Chap-
ter 2. AZCs are the most visible bordering mechanism of refugees in the Netherlands. 
The centers are the materialization of “distance and praxis of indifference” (Van Houtum 
et al. 2005 p.131). They physically keep refugees on the outer edges of Dutch society 
because they are located on a city’s outskirts or in a remote part of the country. Similarly, 
lengthy and complex bureaucratic asylum procedures intensify the physical bordering. 
What is more, when the status is granted, many people remain in an AZC because hous-
ing is not available  (Dutch Review, 2021).  In other words, for many refugees, the border 
is not simply a matter of legal status because even when the legal status is granted the 
border stays. By remaining in the AZCs, refugees remain outside Dutch society, in a kind 
of limbo. My findings align with what several other Dutch scholars and relevant reports 
have said, based on sound and peer-reviewed research, since I started this research. 
Namely, the combination of the bureaucracy of the asylum and integration procedures 
and living in an AZC delays and threatens refugees’ chances to engage in meaningful in-
tegration trajectories (Ten Holder, 2012; ACVZ, 2013; WRR, 2015). Refugees are forced 
to wait behind the material walls of the reception centers and the paper walls (Van Hou-
tum, 2020) of the administrative procedure to obtain refugee status.
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During my research trajectory, many issues have had a short life span or remained 
outside the decision-making agenda. One way or the other, not tackling these questions 
serves to keep refugees on the fringes of society. This connects with the second dimen-
sion of power. As described by Bachrach and Baratz (1962), this is concerns creating 
an agenda that leads to making decisions (or not making them) about a particular is-
sue. For instance, despite demands and attempts to shorten waiting times (Ghorashi 
et al., 2018), the granting (or not) of refugee status can still take years. Waiting times 
were part of the public discourse in 2020 when the IND had about 15,000 unprocessed 
asylum applications. Similarly, in 2021, the COA could not accommodate all (newly ar-
rived) asylum seekers because refugees who had been granted status still had no place 
to live outside the centers. COA accommodated new arrivals in emergency shelters, 
which in most cases had inadequate facilities. To a certain extent, the lack of accommo-
dation and the impossibility of status holders to move out of an AZC due to the housing 
crisis is the outcome of deliberate political choices (ontmoedigingsbeleid). For instance, 
the lack of accommodation could have been prevented if the COA had considered the 
concerns of practitioners and researchers about the closure of so many AZCs in 2017. 
Nevertheless, keeping the centers open was not a priority. The issue remained outside 
the government’s decision-making agenda because of political choices. 

By the end of my research trajectory, the discussions about refugee reception 
had begun repeating. Decision-making agendas had not changed despite the chal-
lenging experiences of the refugee system crisis. In 2021 there was a move to large 
reception centers to house many refugees and reduce costs. Yet, as seen in the in-
troduction to this dissertation, there was a trend from small municipalities toward 
small AZCs connected to the local community in 2013-2015, which proved relevant 
and conducive for the meaningful integration of refugees. All in all, the well-argued 
questions of faster asylum procedures and better and smaller accommodations 
never materialized on the agenda of those with decision making power.

Understanding the third dimension of power, hegemony, gives us insight into how 
visible and invisible bordering become intertwined. Hegemonic power refers to the 
influence of dominant groups over individual perceptions, circumventing conflict and 
impacting how individuals think about and understand the world. Here is where I add 
a fourth dimension of power, Foucauldian or discursive and normalized power. This di-
mension is present in the images of refugees as vulnerable victims or dangerous pred-
ators (Chapters 2, 5 and 6). These images are institutionalized through the practices of 
governmental organizations and, in some cases, civil society. These images are accen-
tuated because the accommodation in reception centers and the asylum and inte-
gration procedures (first dimension) neutralize the initial incentive and energy that 
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recently arrived refugees have to start a life in the new country. 
While visible bordering has a unifying center identifiable in the work of governmen-

tal organizations, invisible bordering might or might not have such a clear center. This 
has to do with which dimension of power we use as a lens. While hegemonic power 
(third dimension) is about taken for grantedness, it is centered around groups in posi-
tions of power. That is not the case for discursive power (fourth dimension), in which 
invisible bordering arises from dynamic multilevel interactions between all societal ac-
tors in a given time and space (Foucault, 1975; Ghorashi & Sabelis, 2013; Lilja & Vintha-
gen, 2014). Normalized power emerges from varied sources in organizations and from 
individuals. It is expressed in perceptions, understandings, and actions.

The fourth dimension of power helps to see the malleability and impenetrability 
of invisible bordering processes that constantly re-shape and adapt. Along with Van 
Houtum (2021), I argue that to unravel bordering practices and their effects on those 
who happen to be on the wrong side of borders, we should look for nuances in every-
day life. Nothing can be taken for granted. As does Brambilla (2021), I argue that to 
fully understand and challenge bordering practices, we must focus on the “shifting 
undisciplined, and ‘liquid’ geography of the sea.” In this sense, I translate the geog-
raphy of the sea into the transformative potential and capacity of societal actors and 
their possibilities to take nothing for granted. Since bordering always manages to find 
new areas to fence off, challenges have to come from the capacity to manage many 
possibilities simultaneously while quickly adapting to when and where they occur. In 
other words, there is no single point or unbending structure that can be addressed. 
Instead it is the undulations that make the borders malleable and impenetrable.

Agency and Reflexivity

Despite the impossibility of exclusionary mechanisms, individuals and organizations have 
the possibility to transform visible and invisible bordering practices through their agency. 
Zanoni and Janssens (2007, p. 1376) define agency as the “capacity [of individuals] to be 
reflexive about their situation and to act upon it to ‘make a difference’” (see also Ghorashi 
& Sabelis, 2013; Ghorashi & Ponzoni, 2014; Ghorashi et al., 2018). Social initiatives engage 
with the structures around them. It’s often a give and take with their agency influenced 
by those structures and the structures impacted by the interaction with social initiatives. 
Even so, there are many initiatives in the Dutch refugee reception that resist the structure 
and imagine, materialize and experiment with ideas and actions that bring new points of 
view and potentially contribute to modifying practices in the field (the structures).
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Through their agency, individuals and organizations challenge the limitations con-
nected to political, social, and cultural aspects that deter them from making decisions 
and acting as they see fit (Ghorashi et al., 2018). Through their actions, volunteers and 
civil society transform the cold and anonymous physical conditions of the AZC, former 
prisons, or factories into “warm places.” In line with Ghorashi et al. (2018), I argue that 
they convert the unfavorable conditions of “non-places” (Auge, 1995) and the “state 
of exception” (Agamben, 1998) of the refugees into existent spaces. Depending on the 
situation, in these spaces individuals can find solace, show their potential, and thrive. 

The coming together of different individuals willing to reframe a common question en-
ables understanding in constitutive and productive processes that create possibilities for 
experimentation and new practices (Nyers, 2003). Yet, this does not immediately trans-
late into sustainable practices for meaningful integration because individuals cannot es-
cape normalizing discourses. On their own, they do not have the tools to reflect on and 
challenge normalized power and align their actions with those reflections. For agency in 
the context of invisible bordering structures and practices, it is crucial to create time and 
space in the engagement processes to develop the capacity for reflexivity. 

As do many critical diversity studies, I argue that it is essential to develop a reflexive 
capacity at the individual, organizational, and societal level to challenge normalized 
power and create inclusive spaces (e.g., Rast & Ghorashi 2018; Ghorashi & Ponzoni 
2014; Zanoni & Janssens 2007). In these encounters, individuals are willing to ques-
tion and disrupt historically rooted images about the self and the other. These spaces 
are also crucial to understanding the refugee journey, their voice, and their place. In 
a critically reflexive environment, individuals are willing to engage meaningfully with 
others whose lifeworld is somewhat dissimilar to their own. Reflexivity can create 
spaces where normative power is challenged, and new forms of connectedness based 
on equality between all participants are stimulated. Nevertheless, developing a critical 
reflexive capacity does not remove the challenge of practicing it, especially when those 
individuals are part of material and social structures that are less sensitized or with-
out the resources (time, money, contacts) to develop that capacity. This was the case 
observed in Chapters 5 and 6, where the initiatives ended up in normalizing practices 
of categorization and essentialization of refugees because the material and logistical 
priorities overcame their reflective capacity.

Civil society and individuals can experiment with new practices that originate from 
interacting with refugees and their narratives (Oosterlynck et al., 2016; Ghorashi et al., 
2020). They challenge and can transform visible and invisible bordering conditions by 
articulating the opportunities arising from their situation and enacting imaginaries that 
bring about new perspectives that can then materialize in new practices. Yet, generat-
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ing sustainable practices for meaningful refugee integration requires understanding 
how to be a space at the margins of the dominant and normalized discourses without 
falling into them. This would allow them to be open to different viewpoints and have 
the refugee perspective and the refugee journey as a part of the whole process. Overall, 
agency can be genuinely transformative once it reaches sustainable and inclusive forms 
of collaboration and reflexivity with all social actors, including refugees.

The Refugee Journey: From Silence to Voice

Refugee reception, accommodation, and integration are part of the broader refugee 
journey: one that begins with a period of threat and the consequent decision to flee, 
followed by transit4 to reach safety and a place of asylum, bringing them to the stage in 
which my research took place. I refer to the last stage of the refugee journey (Table 2, 
Introduction), which I call arrival, and the different points leading to integration in the 
Netherlands. This portion of the path begins with refugees living in the AZC as asylum 
seekers (Table 3, Introduction). It then goes through their arrivals amidst the refugee 
system crisis. The path ends when refugees have obtained their (refugee) status (Ta-
ble 3, Introduction) and gain opportunities to participate in policy-advice level and so-
cio-economic integration trajectories, which I see as integration opportunities. 

During my fieldwork, refugees referred to previous lives, home countries (before 
their departure), their situation at the moment of the interviews (their present), and 
their dreams (the future). The hope for better prospects was mainly seen through 
the demand for better housing, education, and work for refugees (and other migrant 
groups) at the EMAB level (Chapter 5). It also appears in the desire to be and feel nor-
mal and have the peace that (chosen) routines and structures would give (Chapter 6). 
Furthermore, their motivation to settle down was present when the refugees expressed 
frustration with the administrative requirements and procedures to get diplomas val-
idated and set up a business. Similarly, negative images, having a somewhat symbolic 
presence, having their needs and dreams ignored (even when organizations around 
them claimed to take their points of view into consideration) were elements that con-
strained their movement towards meaningful integration.

As do BenEzer and Zetter (2014), Hynes (2003), Baker (1990), and Joly (1996), I argue 
that the refugee journey is constantly present in the life of those recently arrived. It is part 

4 Since this dissertation focuses on refugees already in the Netherlands, I only refer to the 
period of transit to encapsulate the flight, refugee camp experience (for some), reaching safety, and 
a place of asylum.
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of their lives, what they think, and what they do. The journey is everlasting, rather than 
a disconnected experience that ends once they are in a new country. The relatively short 
physical journey (from departure to request for asylum) becomes a slow crawl once they 
are accommodated in an AZC and then take all the steps necessary to reach the moment 
when they can study and or work (visible bordering). That sequence of steps hampers 
their movement towards autonomy and the realization of dreams, which I address as 
meaningful integration (see Introduction). Like Benezer and Zetter (2014), I argue that 
the particularities of the refugee journey need full consideration by all social actors since 
they contribute to a smooth form of closure of this cycle (meaningful integration). It is es-
sential to have a big picture of the entire refugee journey of which presence in the Nether-
lands is just a part. Understanding the journey is also vital in order to grasp the relevance 
of refugee perspectives in their interactions with other actors. In other words, to create 
the conditions to reach a satisfactory level of meaningful refugee integration, the refugee 
journey and experience need to be thoroughly problematized and understood.

Refugees can claim their voices in their new country by problematizing and sharing 
their journey. In doing this, they can challenge established actors, such as researchers, 
governmental organizations and civil society, who might not fully understand or who 
might diminish the refugee experience due to the mere fact that they have not gone 
through it themselves. Creating a space for refugees to share their journeys allows them 
to develop the transformative potential of their agency and challenge essentialized cat-
egorization and normalization. This corresponds with the human-centered design ap-
proach to policies of refugee inclusion which gathered some momentum at the national 
and international level after the asylum crisis. In 2018, the Global Compact for Refugees 
asked for the meaningful participation of refugees in global policymaking. This was 
possible because refugee-led organizations, a group of individuals who share the life 
experience of the refugee journey, advocated for these changes (Ponzoni et al., 2020).

What is more, the refugee journey and the space it gives to the refugee’s voice contest 
the fundamental logic of governmental organizations, civil society, volunteers, and, in many 
cases, refugees themselves. Fully understanding the refugee journey could make social ac-
tors reconsider the underpinnings of their actions and engagement. As I showed in Chap-
ters 5 and 6, refugee perspectives were not fully considered, even in innovative projects de-
signed to create new practices by incorporating those same perspectives and experiences. 

Fully understanding the refugee journey can encourage societal actors to reconsider 
the fundamental underpinnings of their actions and engagement because it questions 
and potentially reshapes existing power relations. The refugee perspective ensures 
that policies and practices do justice to the environment and needs of the refugees. 
This ultimately helps governmental organizations, civil society, and volunteers to make 
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better use of their capacities and capabilities. In other words, the presence of refugees 
is needed to reach sustainable forms of collaboration to reach meaningful integration. 

Recommendations for Governmental Organizations and Civil Society

The findings in this dissertation have important implications for practice that should 
be seen in light of the increased number of actors in the sector. While in 2011, relatively 
few actors were involved in refugee reception and integration, by 2021, civil society 
and refugees brought new perspectives and practices that could complement the role 
of the established governmental organizations and civil society. Despite the positive 
effect of having more voices and perspectives in the field, there are still limitations to 
overcome in terms of collaboration between actors and meaningful opportunities for 
integration. Based on my findings, I will discuss two practical implications that apply 
equally to civil society and to governments. 

Creating an Environment for Refugee-Led Organizations 

My dissertation has shown the vital role of the refugee experience and perspective to 
create and implement practices that enhance the chances for refugee inclusion (Chapters 
5 and 6). Creating the right environment for refugee-led practices could make the refugee 
experience and perspective more structural. Self-organizing (often termed self-leading) 
gives refugees more freedom to plan their lives and develop strategies that lead to more 
and better societal resources. Having specialized refugee advocates, where the interested 
group is in charge of decisions over their future, would allow refugees to both make time-
ly decisions and take timely actions. In this situation, group members are responsible 
for identifying actions and decisions because they are better suited to judge the current 
condition and the impact on their lives. Self-leading activities give individuals and the 
group more responsibility and ownership of their obligations. Group members recognize 
the skills and expertise they need and find strategies to accomplish their objectives. Refu-
gee-led initiatives provide room for the full potential of their members.  

Despite the benefits of refugee-led initiatives, they cannot be left to their own devices 
in the early stages since this will delay (even more) their work towards the conditions 
that facilitate the meaningful integration of refugees. Firstly, refugee-led initiatives fo-
cused on reception and integration should be co-created with the rest of the societal ac-
tors engaged in the field. This should be done in such a manner that after an initial peri-
od, refugee-led initiatives become autonomous and run solely by refugees. Secondly, the 
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actors who contributed to the self-led initiative’s co-creation should remain available 
for advisory purposes. Mentoring and advising from more professional organizations 
would be beneficial to avoid resistance to experimenting with new ways of working, per-
sonality issues that relate to perceived superiority over less experienced team members, 
and a lack of confidence that might lead to reluctance to collaborate. Thirdly, in line with 
Ponzoni et al. (2020), once refugee-led organizations are co-created and functioning, 
they should be given access to spaces where they can genuinely and meaningfully have 
an impact and not a mere tokenized presence (as shown in Chapter 5).

A Multi-Perspective Approach to Facilitate Collaboration 

Over the last ten years, we have witnessed the emergence of a polyphony in the Dutch 
refugee reception and integration “where heterogeneous and multiple voices engage in 
a contest for audibility and power” (Belova et al., 2008, p. 493). To take advantage of the 
momentum and synergy in which those different perspectives have been given space to 
emerge and be heard, societal actors need to overcome the deficit in their collaboration 
and the (possible) lack of competences, so that they can focus on their common aims to-
gether. To reach contributions which could eventually lead to policy creation, implemen-
tation, and change, governmental organizations, civil society and refugees (once they are 
self-organized as per the previous recommendation) need to create sustainable collabo-
rations that can ultimately make meaningful integration possible. To achieve meaningful 
collaboration, societal actors need a connection to bond them with other actors. For this 
connection to be effective, societal actors need to recognize their limitations and become 
aware of why they need the perspective, expertise, knowledge, and input of the others. 

A multi-perspective approach with input from governmental organizations, civil soci-
ety, and refugees should be implemented at two levels. Firstly, between actors from the 
same sector (within a variety of civil society initiatives, governmental organizations, and 
refugee advocates). This “internal multi-perspective” would facilitate a clearer under-
standing of the inner workings and motivations of the sector as a unified group. For ex-
ample, this could contribute to defining and clarifying the ultimate goal of civil society or 
the governmental organization in question. This would strengthen their position when 
voicing the questions presented by their sectors and the ways in which they negotiate 
and compromise with other actors. Secondly, after each sector understands its ultimate 
goal, they can share an “internally unified perspective.” An “external multi-perspective” 
(refugees, civil society, government) would allow different actors to better interact by 
sharing their perspectives and motivations to develop a collaborative framework. 

A multi-perspective approach would allow actors to streamline decisions, coordinate 
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their actions, and fulfil their (intrinsic) duties towards the meaningful integration of refu-
gees. They would be able to develop activities to create collaborations in which different 
forms of knowledge play a central role. The functional collaboration would allow actors to

• Discover exclusionary mechanisms that are often hidden and layered. 
• Think collectively about the inclusionary practices closer to the specific chal-

lenges of newly arrived refugees in their path of integration. 
• Include the perspective of refugees in the collaboration and identify conditions 

for their inclusion. 
• Make sure that unsettling perspectives are not excluded but embraced in order to 

uncover blind spots and discuss often taken for granted assumptions.

Reflections; My Journey from for to with Refugees.

As my PhD research advanced, so did the societal and academic debates concerning 
refugee reception and integration. This period was characterized by the emergence, 
visibility, and relevance of new actors conveying multiple perspectives. At the begin-
ning of my research in 2011, I had a relatively top-down view of my role as a researcher. 
As my research progressed, so did my intent to step aside from my preexisting views 
and rethink my role in light of emerging situations. In this new scenario, I was another 
actor with a different role. I assumed that to a certain extent all the actors in the field, 
including me, aimed at the same goal: the meaningful integration of refugees. In the 
later stages, I focused on the relevance of researching refugees and other societal ac-
tors with them rather than for them. To shift from for to with, I went back to one of the 
central issues in qualitative research: building trust with (potential) respondents. This 
matter became more relevant to refugees and those organizations engaged in assisting 
them because of the significance of the life-changing refugee experience. 

At the beginning of my project in 2011, I assumed that it would be enough to 
justify the relevance of my research to have access to observations, documents, and 
potential interview respondents. That was not the case. At that stage, many e-mails 
and phone calls remained unanswered. I decided to be more visible and available on-
site to approach my potential respondents. A good example of this was elaborated in 
Chapter 2, where I described joining De Vrolijkheid in the festivals they organized. I 
realized it was crucial to (re)focus and reflect on the refugee journey since this is a 
pivotal experience that defines the refugee condition and has implications for those 
assisting them as well. In other words, the answers to who I was as a researcher 
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were in the very foundations of my research. The refugee journey became the cen-
tral axis of my dissertation and my research journey. I revised my initial approach, 
actions, and field notes and exchanged ideas with experienced civil society prac-
titioners, colleagues, and refugees. I also studied the literature in-depth (see Gho-
rashi, 2005; Benezer & Zetter, 2014, Hynes, 2003; Baker, 1990; Joly, 1996) used in 
the introduction of this dissertation and attended talks and conferences where refu-
gees had a voice. These elements helped me see that despite my best intentions, the 
respondents saw me as an unknown person trying to engage in a conversation about 
something that deeply mattered  to them, but that I, myself, had not lived. Since then, 
I have been clear about the (potential) contribution of my research to societal actors 
and what I can bring to the field in terms of new information and best practices. 

What is more, despite my preparation for the fieldwork and the differences between 
groups of migrants, I had anticipated that my personal experiences would make me 
close to refugees. I was born outside Europe and my personal circumstances had forced 
me to become an economic migrant. As my research developed, I understood that they 
were not common enough elements. I am not a forced migrant, and I seem European 
born to many because of my Italian heritage. In other words, I am a European white 
man, my mother tongue is a European language (Spanish), and I have the choice to 
leave and return to my country of birth (Uruguay) without fearing for my own or my 
family’s security. In the eyes of many potential respondents, I have a privileged po-
sition. I had focused on the elements that made an economic and forcibly displaced 
migrant similar without fully considering the crucial differences. In the earlier stages 
of my research, I had somehow unintentionally essentialized and categorized refugees 
and their experiences. Each chapter of this dissertation represents a change in my un-
derstanding of my role in the research process, as well as a deeper understanding of the 
societal structures that refugees and civil society engage with.

In the last empirical chapter of my dissertation, I wanted to give a central role to the 
refugee perspective, among other things because the ultimate purpose of my work is to 
contribute to better conditions in their lives. However, since I did not speak the native lan-
guages of those who I wanted to hear, and they did not have the necessary level of English 
or Dutch to be interviewed, I sought the assistance of interpreters. Working with inter-
preters was a great opportunity to be as close as possible to the refugees because they 
would be a bridge between a refugee’s lifeworld and me. As important as finding people 
fluent in the languages spoken by respondents, was finding professionals with the neces-
sary understanding of the concepts and methodologies central to my research and who 
had a deep understanding of the refugee experience. After a few weeks of searching with-
in my academic networks, I was in touch with three interpreters fluent in Dutch and Eng-
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lish, necessary to communicate with me, and in Arabic or Tigrinya to communicate with 
the respondents. They were PhD candidates in forced migration and de-colonial studies. 
They had a deep understanding of the refugee experience. Two of them because they 
had experienced it and another because he worked with regionally displaced refugees 
who also belonged to his ethnic and linguistic group. Once they had expressed interest in 
being my interpreters, it was important to build trust between us before we could engage 
with the respondents. We needed to get to know each other better. To do this, I arranged 
one-on-one meetings, which were great opportunities to talk and exchange views about 
our different migrant experiences, work, and refugee reception and integration. After in-
troducing myself, my research trajectory and plans for the fieldwork, they elaborated on 
their life experiences, knowledge of the languages, and the cultural nuances in question. 

The interpreters played a vital role in coordinating the interviews. we had (wrongly) as-
sumed that respondents would be willing to have interviews by Skype, Zoom, or other sim-
ilar media given the COVID-19 restrictions. But that was not the case. They wanted in-per-
son meetings. Once the interviews were organized, we met a few hours before, travelled 
together5, had a coffee or lunch, and discussed the day ahead. During the interviews, I gave 
the translators the space to co-generate the process with me. I did this not only because of 
their academic knowledge on the topic but also because of their contextual/experiential 
knowledge which I considered essential to connect to the lifeworld of the interviewees. For 
me, their intuition and feelings were as important as their lifeworld and command of the 
needed languages. Their immediate understanding of the situation and their interpreta-
tions of the silences and body language was what I wanted to understand in my research. I 
wanted to be as close as possible to the refugees, even if I was not one of them and did not 
speak their native language. After the interviews, we always discussed our notes and im-
pressions. The interpreters also transcribed and translated the interviews into English and 
were fully available during my analysis and the writing of the empirical chapter.

The interpreters were also a bridge between the refugees and me since they conveyed 
the feelings and questions that the respondent had for me. They were not only curious 
about my work, my heritage and my life, they were also thankful for being allowed to 
speak in their mother tongue about such important matters as their work, future plans, 
and life in the Netherlands. At that time I felt that, for once, borders did not exist. 

All in all, I could say that while I started my research journey thinking that I would find 
data, after ten years and very valuable exchanges and experiences, I know that the findings 
were an outcome of my interactions with the individuals and organizations in the field.
Directions for Future Research

5  The location of the interviews was an hour by train from Amsterdam, where most of us lived.
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In this dissertation, I have shown how bordering practices prevent the meaningful 
integration of refugees because of the impossibilities that they generate, the lack of 
sustainable collaborations and capacity for reflexivity among societal actors, and the 
lack of the vital refugee perspectives. Consequently, the findings raise the question of 
the directions research on refugee reception and integration in the Netherlands should 
take? I will discuss two possible directions:

• Formation and development of refugee-led advocacy organizations. 
• Challenges and opportunities for collaboration (governance) between societal actors.

The Formation and Development of Refugee-Led Advocacy Organizations

The findings in this dissertation show deficits in collaborations and a lack of com-
petence in the work of societal actors. This dissertation also shows how self-led 
groups and refugee advocates became more active and visible in the landscape after 
2015. While refugee-led organizations were already active and present in policy 
advice before, new attention emerged for the importance of refugee voices in this 
period. Nevertheless, refugees involved ended up describing the same experience 
of having their input not taken seriously and of being tokenized as the advocates 
of the previous generation had (Ponzoni, et al., 2020). Future studies are needed 
to understand the challenges and opportunities in forming sustainable refugee-led 
advocate organizations and collaboration with other societal actors. This would 
guarantee the presence of the refugee voice and perspective and their collaboration 
with other social actors (Badran & Mustafa, 2019; Ponzoni et al., 2020).

This research could take three different avenues. Firstly, identify, follow, and as-
sess the strategies to form such organizations. In line with Ponzoni et al. (2020), 
some important questions to contemplate are:

• How are these opportunities proposed and created? 
• Who are their initiators? 
• How do they develop a sustainable organization that secures their logistical and 

human resources? 
• What are the challenges and opportunities to balance their sustainability 

and autonomy? 

At the governmental and civil society level, research is needed to understand 
the role of central or local governments and civil society in creating and support-
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ing refugee advocacy organizations. More importantly, research is needed to iden-
tify the capacities and capabilities to transfer knowledge6 (Argote & Fahrenkopf, 
2016) from established social actors to the newly formed refugee-led advocacy 
organizations. How does a paradigm change, in which the individual traditionally 
helped and supported becomes independent, affect governmental and civil soci-
ety actors? Are they ready for this transformation? How could this preparation 
take place in such a way that leads to solid forms of collaboration? 

At the internal level of the refugee-led advocacy organization, research should 
focus on understanding the development of the refugee’s reflexivity and how 
they transfer this to other refugees (Ponzoni et al., 2020). Being capable of re-
flexivity is vital to contributing to the reception and integration of refugees and 
collaborative practices with governmental organizations and civil society with-
out reproducing the same deficit these actors currently have. Furthermore, de-
veloping reflexivity is vital to avoid or challenge co-option and tokenism (Pon-
zoni et al., 2020), as well as to create practices and translate them to other 
cities, regions, and, eventually, countries. 

Understanding the Challenges and Opportunities for Collaboration 

Future research will be important to study how governmental organizations, civil so-
ciety, and refugee-led advocacy organizations create sustainable collaborations and 
promote their capacity for reflexivity. Collaboration can be an informal or formal pro-
cess to negotiate and allow exchange between different actors (Thompson and Terry, 
2006). This gives room for new structures and relations that determine actors’ roles 
based upon the common issue that bring them together. This means that future stud-
ies can take different shapes. Nevertheless, further work is required to establish the 
different constraining and enabling aspects in creating collaboration opportunities 
between different actors at internal and external levels (van Wessel et al., 2020). In 
other words, studying collaboration is relevant to understanding who initiates col-
laboration and why. Another focus of interest should be on understanding if all social 
actors are genuinely and equally interested in the success of these collaborations.  
How do societal actors recognize their own limits and how do they become aware 
of the need of the other societal actors’ perspective, expertise, knowledge and input. 
This means really valuing the polyvocality and the multi-perspectives as assets in the 
collaboration and the connections that are made. Understanding the challenges and 
opportunities for collaboration between social actors would provide a window into 
6  Practical problem of transferring knowledge from one part of the organization to another or from 
one organization to another.
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a process in which different perspectives can be explored so that they can go beyond 
their interests and understandings (Gray, 1989). Although collaboration is vital to 
improving the conditions for refugee reception and integration in the Netherlands, 
this can be a difficult and highly complex process concerning the roles of its different 
actors and the achievement of mutual agreements (Hamdan et al., 2021). 

Overall, the implications of the formation and development of sustainable refu-
gee-led advocacy organizations and the creation of durable forms of collaborations 
between established (governmental organizations and civil society) and new social 
actors (refugee-led advocacy groups) are highly unknown. Bringing together all the 
relevant actors and then creating and maintaining sustainable forms of collabora-
tion that lead to meaningful refugee integration is an open research issue that I will 
attempt to tackle in future research.
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Summary

This dissertation draws from organization studies, critical diversity, refugee stud-
ies, public administration, and political geography to understand the role that so-
cietal actors play in the processes of refugee reception and integration in the Neth-
erlands. The concept of bordering is used to encapsulate (in)visible exclusionary 
practices that deter refugees from meaningful integration: one that makes sense to 
refugees because it is aligns with their lifeworlds and considers their possibilities 
and ambitions. These issues are explored through the questions: How have govern-
mental organizations, civil society, and volunteers engaged with bordering practices 
in the reception and meaningful integration of refugees in the Netherlands between 
2011 and 2021, and what role do refugees have in these processes? 

An understanding of bordering practices illuminates questions concerning the ad-
verse (in)visible exclusionary mechanisms that constrain the possibilities for the 
meaningful integration of refugees into Dutch society. The findings can influence actual 
practices in the refugee reception and integration process by contributing to a better 
understanding of the work and interplay of the relevant stakeholders, along with the 
dynamic societal contexts in which they operate. In addition, this dissertation contrib-
utes to theoretical debates in refugee studies by addressing refugee reception and inte-
gration as part of the refugee journey, which until now has had only limited exploration 
(Benezer and Zetter, 2014), and by adding the notion of meaningful integration, which 
could be understood as the conclusion of the refugee journey.

Bordering: the Thread Between Reception and Integration

The concept of bordering provides an innovative angle to unpack the complex, 
multi-level and multi-faceted process of inclusion and exclusion of refugees and 
their struggles for meaningful integration in the Netherlands (Brambilla et al., 
2015; Cassidy et al., 2018; Van Houtum et al., 2005; Yuval-Davis et al., 2019). 
Bordering looks at geographical and socio-spatial levels that include everyday 
practices, institutional practices, processes, and symbols (Kolossov & Scott, 
2013) that deliberately or involuntarily trigger spatial and social mechanisms 
of differentiation (Van Houtum & Naerssen, 2002; Newman, 2011; Scott, 2011). 
In addition, bordering allows for a broader critique of the more static notions 
of borders and places, providing nuanced possibilities for problematizing and 
understanding journeys and spaces.
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Bordering practices are intrinsically connected with the social processes of 
ordering and othering. Ordering refers to the way society works together to 
maintain the status quo, via formal procedures and bureaucracies. Othering 
manifests as a method of disapproval or judgment that negatively defines the 
other (Van Houtum et al., 2005). Ordering and othering are present in the many 
levels and procedures that control refugee mobility by official authorities and 
everyday practices (Jones and Johnson 2016; Yuval-Davis et al., 2019; Cassidy 
et al., 2018). Bordering reveals the individual, organizational, and governmen-
tal aspects that strengthen ordering and othering practices (Reid et al., 2013, 
p. 5). Van Houtum et al. (2005) use refugee camps and asylum seeker centers 
as an example of refugee-bordering showing the constraint of the global land-
scape. These places represent how transit or destination countries develop a 
“distance and praxis of indifference” (p. 131). Refugee camps and asylum seek-
er centers are on the fringes of a continent, a country, or a city (i.e., the Moria 
camp in Greece, Christmas Island in Australia, the AZC in Almere). They are 
at the boundaries of society. Refugee camps and asylum seeker centers are a 
“gathering of the powerless, the marginalized and politically contested, archi-
tecturally symbolized by the inhabitance of out of use places, buildings and 
tents” (Van Houtum et al.; p131). These spaces bring about what Hyndman 
argues are “the non-communities of the excluded” (Hydman 2000, as quoted 
in Van Houtum et al., 2005). This refugee bordering practice, based on a sys-
tem that fails to provide long term, wide-ranging and sustainable solutions to 
the ever-increasing phenomena of forced migration, was the very cause of the 
2015-2016 asylum system crisis (Betts & Collier 2018)

Once refugees obtain the status to remain in their destination country, they 
are still ordered and othered by society through categorization. Moncrieffe 
(2007) argues that these two faces of bordering relate to the “subjective per-
ceptions of how people fit into different spaces in the social order and the terms 
on which society should engage with them in varying contexts and at different 
points in time” (p.1). Categorization practices and their recurrence become vis-
ible when refugees are generally defined and represented as a category prob-
lem (Ghorashi, 2005). In this category, refugees are not ordinary individuals 
but rather an “anomaly requiring specialized correctives and therapeutic inter-
actions” (Malkki, 1992, p. 33). Authorities and society generally portray them 
as passive, indifferent, and dangerous victims (Ghorashi, 2005; Ghorashi, 2010; 
Harrell-Bond, 1999; Malkki, 1992; Summerfield, 1999). 
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Methodology and Methods 

To capture the complexity of refugee reception and integration in the Netherlands, 
I zoomed in on the different phases of the refugee journey. I carried out five empirical 
studies between 2011 and 2021, practicing qualitative research methodology (Yanow & 
Schwartz-Shea, 2015; Mason, 2002), using interviews, observations, and document anal-
ysis. Qualitative research aims to provide a deep understanding of society by observing 
and analyzing the material and social situations of individuals through their experiences, 
views, and stories (Mason, 2002; Ritchie & Lewis, 2014). Qualitative research allows the 
exploration of everyday life, understandings, experiences, the workings of relationships 
and organizations, and the attribution of meaning and significance generated as a result. 
This methodology allowed me to observe and understand the everyday actions, routines, 
and challenges of my respondents (Koopman, 2011) and to elucidate the (im)possibili-
ties and transformative practices that potentially lead to change (Hyndman, 2004).

Chapter Overview 

This dissertation is a collection of four published papers and one unpublished paper. 
It includes three peer-reviewed journal articles, a peer-reviewed book chapter, and a 
chapter in preparation to be submitted to a peer-reviewed journal. In the empirical 
chapters, I show (unpack) the last stage of the refugee journey and the different stages 
leading to integration in the Netherlands. The empirical chapters are also a journey. 
This journey starts with refugees living in the AZC as asylum seekers. It then follows 
their arrivals amidst the asylum system crisis. The journey ends when refugees have 
obtained (refugee) status and have opportunities to participate in policy-advice level 
and socio-economic integration trajectories, which I see as integration opportunities. 
While Chapters 2, 3 and 4 emphasize the organizational dynamics between civil society, 
government, and volunteers, Chapters 5 and 6 give more space to refugee perspectives. 
In Chapter 6, the vital refugee perspective takes center stage.

Findings

I used visible and invisible bordering as an overarching concept to explain the complex, 
multilevel, and multi-layered processes of exclusion of refugees and their struggles for 
(meaningful) integration in Dutch society (Brambilla et al., 2015; Cassidy et al., 2018; Van 
Houtum et al., 2005; Yuval-Davis et al., 2019). Bordering is present in visible and invisible 
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practices that coexist through interdependent dynamics at micro, mezzo, and macro so-
cietal levels. It deters the meaningful integration of refugees and plays a role in collabora-
tion opportunities between social actors and the transformative potential of their agency.

Visible Bordering and Refugees

From Institutionalization to Everyday Bureaucracy

Refugees applying for asylum in the Netherlands stay in AZCs. They must remain there 
until they obtain refugee status. As elaborated upon in Chapter 2, refugees share facili-
ties during their stay in the AZC and are not entitled to work or study. Living and wait-
ing inside an AZC leads to the institutionalization of refugees. They remain separate 
from society. All aspects of their lives are bordered and administered inside the centers. 
This limits their actions and choices, no matter what their plans, capacities, and apti-
tudes are. The time spent in an AZC is mainly a barren period and affects the capacity 
of refugees to prepare to become part of society once status is obtained. The accommo-
dation in the AZCs and the asylum request procedure combined keep refugees separate 
from Dutch society, thus decreasing their chances of starting afresh as well as adding 
extra burdens to their journey. Visible bordering deters refugees from becoming part 
of society, interfering with their lives and their journey towards finding a way to be 
meaningfully integrated. What is more, visible bordering makes refugees dependent 
on services offered by governmental organizations and the assistance that civil soci-
ety offers to remedy the effects of such dependency. The reception, accommodation, 
and integration procedures created to protect and help refugees end up hampering the 
possibilities of meaningful integration into Dutch society. While this has been the case 
for at least the past ten years, there have been no substantial changes to this situation. 

A Collaboration Deficit Between Societal Actors During the Asylum System Crisis

Collaboration between governmental organizations and civil society has played a role in 
policy changes that partly challenge visible bordering. However, collaboration fell short of 
leading to the creation of conditions for meaningful integration and becoming sustainable.

As elaborated upon earlier, the collaboration between civil society and the govern-
ment started in the period of 2012-2015, when the adverse effects of the institutional-
ization of refugees had been addressed by various academic and research documents 
(ACVZ, 2013; Ten Holder, 2012; WRR, 2015). The crisis directly impacted the (new) 
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public discourse and activities in refugee reception and integration because it showed 
the vulnerability of the refugee reception system. More concretely, the crisis showed 
that governmental organizations such as the COA lacked the necessary logistical and 
material resources to do its work. They had to organize the intake of refugees on an 
ad-hoc basis in temporary locations (Smets et al., 2017, Chapters 3 & 4) and ask for 
assistance from local governments, which then requested help from civil society. Insti-
tutional weaknesses increased the profile of civil society because they could bring new 
and much-needed practices and perspectives to the field. 

During the asylum system crisis, governmental initiatives failed to complement their 
work/needs with the spontaneous forms of volunteering available. At the same time, 
spontaneous (civil society) organizations struggled with the legitimation and continu-
ity of their work. Civil society showed the importance of improvisation and flexibility, 
yet lacked the flexibility to support and complement each other. Despite their common 
goals to create smooth conditions for the reception of refugees, civil society and gov-
ernmental organizations were unsuccessful in making the most of the resources avail-
able. Nevertheless, this period showed the relevance of different societal actors to cre-
ate the conditions for meaningful integration. It was a period (and space) where many 
heterogeneous and multiple perspectives engaged in a contest to bring their views and 
actions into practice.

A Collaboration Deficit Between Societal Actors After the Asylum System Crisis 

My research shows that civil society put the knowledge and experiences gathered 
during the refugee system crisis into practice. They shaped opportunities for connect-
edness at the mezzo and micro levels by sharing best practices and focusing on local 
rather than central governments (Chapter 4). They showed that (until then) seemingly 
unexpected partners, such as bottom-up initiatives and local governments, could work 
together. However, they lacked the necessary competence, possibilities and resources 
to strengthen their collaboration capacities and learn from each other in the long term.

The core message of these chapters was that even with the momentum that was 
spurred by crisis and with all the energy in the societal field to create new incentives 
and possibilities for different forms of collaboration, there were still roadblocks. Many 
of the inconsistencies in practice were due to the variety in organizational logics, and 
objectives, as well as the limitations caused by restrictions around COVID-19. On the 
one hand, governmental organizations are characterized by a formal and professional 
approach, with categorical targets that are results-oriented and have an instrumental 
approach (i.e., allocation of asylum seekers, cases to be handled, fact-checking). On the 
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other hand, civil society, volunteers, and engaged individuals have an informal, hands-
on, and welcoming perspective (i.e., practicing the language, befriending refugees, giv-
ing attention to specific needs). In line with Ponzoni et al., 2021, I would argue that each 
approach has strengths and weaknesses. Both approaches are necessary for refugee re-
ception and meaningful integration. Collaboration can only work long-term when gov-
ernmental organizations and civil society recognize their complementarity and value 
and find the logistical and structural ways to enact their mutually dependent potential 
with the input and participation of refugees

Invisible Bordering and Refugees

Essentialized Categorization and Normalization

My research shows that refugees are also immobilized and differentiated through 
invisible bordering practices. These practices perpetuate the role of governmental 
organizations and civil society and make opportunities for collaboration weaker. The 
state and society see refugees as a problem because they depend on governmental or-
ganizations and services. Nevertheless, the state keeps managing this burden through 
bureaucratic and administrative procedures, enhancing negative perceptions and 
feeding the image of refugees as dependent and vulnerable. 

In my research, I show how essentialized categorizations and normalization lead 
to invisible bordering. Essentialization happens when something or someone is por-
trayed with stereotypical and immutable characteristics. In the case of refugees, they 
are seen as helpless, opportunity seekers, lethargic, and unfit to live in Dutch (and 
European) society. While categorization is classifying a set of items or characteristics 
according to qualities, the classifier (governmental organizations, policymakers, civil 
society) perceives refugees as belonging more to one category than another depend-
ing on a host of factors (Yanow, 2002, p. 9). In other words, essentialization traps 
refugees within the borders of a single story of refugeeness. Categorization creates 
homogenizing narratives that depict refugees as problematic and weak. They need 
control by governmental organizations and help from civil society. 

Undermining Collaboration Opportunities 

Invisible bordering practices prevent the success of collaboration opportunities be-
tween societal actors. For instance, Chapter 5 shows that the refugees advising on mi-
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gration policies perceived their presence as a box-ticking exercise. What is more, sever-
al of the refugees on the board did not feel taken seriously. Despite all the logistical and 
human resources efforts, best intentions, and support to create the board, the refugee 
presence was tokenized. While the initiative succeeded in creating a unique pilot for 
its European dimension, it ended with the board having a mostly symbolic presence. 

Chapter 6 argued that the specific circumstances and hopes of refugees were not 
fully considered by the social enterprise when advising on future employment or study 
opportunities. They offered general help and information but did not tailor their re-
sponse to those who dreamed of doing other things. Equally, when it came to the Dutch 
language training offered in the factory, refugees with different levels (from beginner 
to advanced) were put in the same course. This slowed the progress of all participants. 
Those with more advanced skills could not improve further, and those with basic 
knowledge could not focus on the essential first steps of the language. At that particular 
moment, the social enterprise dealt with the needs and opportunities of the refugees 
with a relatively standard, one-size-fits-all approach.1 

Answering the research question

In the ten years covered in this dissertation, recently arrived refugees were caught 
between their institutionalization and a winding road towards meaningful integration, 
marked by repeated turns and detours. This situation involved visible and invisible bor-
dering practices: accommodation in AZCs, bureaucratic asylum procedures, and lengthy 
integration trajectories (visible) along with essentialized categorization and normaliza-
tion of practices and attitudes about refugees (invisible). Between 2011 and 2021, the re-
ception and integration of refugees remained a sequential process, with steps that need-
ed to be taken one after the other by refugees. This sequence further hindered the refugee 
journey towards meaningful integration because it delayed their ability to resume their 
lives, pursue their dreams, and eventually make the Netherlands their home. Nonethe-
less, there are opportunities for change in these visible and invisible mechanisms be-
cause many societal actors from civil society have become involved in refugee reception 
and integration since the beginning of this study. While in 2011, only governmental or-
ganizations and a few established civil society actors took part, by 2021, more social ini-
tiatives were active and engaged, most notably in the form of social enterprises.2 Most of 
these new initiatives emerged during the asylum system crisis. In many cases, they found 
a way to adapt their missions to remain active after it. Their perspectives and practices 

1  The factory where the program was being run had just started operating and COVID-19 limited 
their resources.
2  WISE; work integration social enterprises.
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have a transformative potential that, if sustainable, could lead to changes that promote 
meaningful integration. If these social enterprises grow and become sustainable, there 
can be places that enable refugees’ growth and facilitate their dreams. 

While collaboration between societal actors such as governmental organizations and 
civil society played an important role during the asylum system crisis and, in some cases, 
materialized again after that period, it fell short due to different organizational logics and 
objectives that led to inconsistencies in their actions and outcomes of their work. Govern-
mental organizations and civil society both have favorable and unfavorable qualities. This 
is why their combination is essential to developing a smooth reception and meaningful 
integration of refugees. Yet, it remains a challenge to shape collaboration sustainably. 

After 2015, self-led groups and refugee advocates became more active and visible 
in the landscape. While refugee-led organizations were already active and pres-
ent in policy advice through consultation bodies in earlier decades, new attention 
emerged for the importance of refugee voices in this period. Both the newly active 
groups and individuals and the advocates of the previous generation described the 
experience similarly. They felt they were not being taken seriously and only in-
volved symbolically (Ponzoni, et al., 2020). Meaningful interaction is possible only 
when governmental organizations and civil society, as the most prominent actors 
in the field, shift their own borders, recognize complementarity, value, and knowl-
edge of refugee advocates and refugee-led groups, and commit to working together. 
Moreover, governmental organizations and civil society need to include the refugee 
perspective from the beginning of their collaboration. Refugees should become as 
prominent in the field as the other actors How can opportunities for collaboration 
go beyond the box-ticking exercise and reach their transformative potential? For 
meaningful integration to be possible, societal actors need to be aware of the three 
following conditions; momentum, connection, and collaboration.

• Momentum refers to the energy and synergy that different societal actors geared 
towards a common or similar aim convey in a given time and space. 

• Connection is needed to form relations that tie together different societal actors. 
For this it is relevant that societal actors recognize their own limits and are aware 
of why they need the perspective, expertise, knowledge and input of the other. This is 
particularly important regarding multiple perspectives. 

• Collaboration comes with momentum and connection. It can be explored and created 
together with different societal actors working together towards their common aims.
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Samenvatting

Het slingerende pad naar zinvolle integratie: Een tienjarige aanpak voor het ontrafe-
len van vluchtelingenopvang en integratie in Nederland vanuit meerdere perspectieven

Robert L. Larruina 
Vertaald door: Eva R. de Haan

Dit proefschrift put uit organisatiestudies, vluchtelingenstudies, bestuur-
skunde, critical diversity, en politieke geografie om de rol van maatschappelijke 
actoren in de processen van de opvang en integratie van vluchtelingen in Ned-
erland te ontrafelen. Het concept begrenzing wordt gebruikt om (on)zichtbare 
uitsluitingspraktijken in kaart te brengen die de zinvolle integratie vluchtelingen 
belemmeren: integratie die aansluit bij de leefwereld van de vluchtelingen en 
rekening houdt met hun mogelijkheden en ambities. Deze kwestie wordt onder-
zocht aan de hand van de vragen: Hoe zijn overheidsorganisaties, het maatschap-
pelijk middenveld en vrijwilligers tussen 2011 en 2021 betrokken bij begrenzing-
spraktijken bij de opvang en zinvolle integratie van vluchtelingen in Nederland, en 
welke rol hebben vluchtelingen in deze processen? 

Inzicht in begrenzingspraktijken verheldert vragen over de nadelige (on)
zichtbare uitsluitingsmechanismen die de mogelijkheden tot zinvolle integratie 
van vluchtelingen in de Nederlandse maatschappij inperken en belemmeren. De 
bevindingen van dit proefschrift kunnen de wezenlijke praktijken in het opvang- 
en integratieproces van vluchtelingen beïnvloeden door bij te dragen aan een 
beter begrip van het werk en de wisselwerking tussen de relevante belangheb-
benden, evenals de dynamische maatschappelijke contexten waarin zij handelen. 
Daarbij draagt dit proefschrift ook bij aan de theoretische debatten in vluch-
telingenstudies door vluchtelingopvang en integratie te zien als onderdeel van 
vluchtelingenreis, wat tot nu toe slechts beperkt is onderzocht (Benezer and Zet-
ter, 2014), en door het aspect zinvolle integratie toe te voegen, wat kan worden 
gezien als afsluiting van de vluchtelingenreis.

Begrenzing: de draad tussen opvang en integratie 

Het concept begrenzing biedt innovatieve invalshoek om het complexe, gelaagde 
en veelzijdige proces van in- en uitsluiting van vluchtelingen en hun worstelingen 
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tot zinvolle integratie in Nederland te ontrafelen (Brambilla et al., 2015; Cassidy 
et al., 2018; Van Houtum et al., 2005; Yuval-Davis et al., 2019). Begrenzing kijkt 
naar de geografische en sociaal-ruimtelijke niveaus, inclusief alledaagse prakti-
jken, institutionele praktijken, processen, en symbolen (Kolossov & Scott, 2013) 
die opzettelijk of onopzettelijk spatiale en sociale mechanismen van ondersc-
heiding ontketenen (Van Houtum & Naerssen, 2002; Newman, 2011; Scott, 2011). 
Bovendien maakt begrenzing een bredere kritiek mogelijk op de meer statische 
ideeën van grenzen en plaatsen, waardoor genuanceerde mogelijkheden ontstaan 
om reizen en ruimten te problematiseren en te begrijpen. 

Begrenzingspraktijken zijn intrinsiek verbonden met de sociale processen van 
ordening en othering. Ordening verwijst naar de manier waarop de maatschappij 
samenwerkt om te status quo te behouden, via formele procedures en bureau-
cratieën. Othering manifesteert zich al een manier van oordeel of afkeuring die de 
ander negatief definieert (Van Houtum et al., 2005). Ordening en othering zijn aan-
wezig in de vele niveaus en procedures die de mobiliteit van vluchtelingen bepalen 
door officiële autoriteiten en alledaagse praktijken (Jones en Johnson 2016; Yu-
val-Davis et al., 2019; Cassidy et al., 2018).  Begrenzing legt de individuele-, organi-
satorische- en overheids-aspecten, die ordenende- en othering praktijken versterk-
en, bloot (Reid et al., 2013, p. 5). Van Houtum et al. (2005) verkent de beperkingen 
van het mondiale landschap door vluchtelingenkampen en asielzoekerscentra als 
voorbeelden van vluchteling-begrenzing te gebruiken.  Deze plekken vertegenwoor-
digen hoe doorreis of bestemmingslanden een “afstand en praxis van onverschillig-
heid” ontwikkelen (p. 131). Vluchtelingenkampen en asielzoekerscentra bevinden 
zich aan de randen van een continent, land of stad (bijvoorbeeld het Moria-kamp in 
Griekenland, Christmas Island in Australië, of het AZC in Almere. Ze bevinden zich 
aan de grenzen van de maatschappij. Vluchtelingenkampen en asielzoekerscentra 
zijn een “bijeenkomst van de machtelozen, de gemarginaliseerden, de politiek be-
twistten, architectonisch gesymboliseerd door de bewoning van plaatsen, gebou-
wen en tenten die buiten gebruik zijn gesteld” (Van Houtum et al., 2005, p. 131). 
Deze ruimtes brengen, in Hyndman’s woorden, de “non-gemeenschapen van de uit-
geslotenen” tot stand (Hydman 2000, zoals geciteerd in Van Houtum et al., 2005). 
De praktijk van het begrenzen van vluchtelingen, gebaseerd op een systeem dat er 
niet in slaagt lange termijn-, brede, en duurzame oplossingen te bieden aan de al-
maar toenemende fenomenen van gedwongen migratie, was precies de oorzaak van 
de crisis van het asielsysteem in Nederland in 2015-2016 (Betts & Collier 2017). 

Zodra vluchtelingen de status krijgen om in hun bestemmingsland te mogen bli-
jven, worden ze door middel van categorisering nog steeds door de maatschappij 
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geordend en othered. Moncrieffe (2007) stelt dat deze twee aspecten van begren-
zing betrekking hebben op de “subjectieve percepties van hoe mensen in verschil-
lende ruimtes in de sociale orde passen en de voorwaarden waarop de maatschappij 
met hen moet omgaan in verschillende contexten en op verschillende momenten” 
(p.1). Herhaalde categoriseringspraktijken worden zichtbaar wanneer vluchtelin-
gen algemeen worden gedefinieerd en afgebeeld als een categorie van problemen 
(Ghorashi, 2005). In deze categorie zijn vluchtelingen geen gewone individuen, 
maar een “afwijking die gespecialiseerde correcties en therapeutische interacties 
vereist” (Malkki, 1992, p. 33). De overheid en maatschappij schilderen hen over 
het algemeen af als passieve, onverschillige en gevaarlijke slachtoffers (Ghorashi, 
2005; Ghorashi, 2010; Harrell-Bond, 1999; Malkki, 1992; Summerfield, 1999).

Methodologie en methoden

Om de complexiteit van de opvang en integratie van vluchtelingen in Nederland in 
beeld te brengen, heb ik ingezoomd op de verschillende fasen van de vluchtelin-
genreis. Ik heb vijf empirische studies uitgevoerd tussen 2011 en 2021, waarbij 
ik kwalitatieve onderzoeksmethodologie heb toegepast (Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 
2015; Mason, 2002), door gebruikt te maken van interviews, observaties en doc-
umentanalyse. Kwalitatief onderzoek beoogt een diepgaand begrip van de samen-
leving te verschaffen door de materiele en sociale situaties van individuen te ob-
serveren en analyseren aan de hand van hun ervaringen, opvattingen en verhalen 
(Mason, 2002; Ritchie & Lewis, 2014). Kwalitatief onderzoek maakt het mogelijk 
het dagelijks leven, inzichten, ervaringen, de werking van relaties en organisaties, 
en de toekenning van betekenis en belang die daaruit voortkomen, te onderzoe-
ken. Deze methodologie stelde mij in staat om de alledaagse praktijken, routines 
en uitdagingen van mijn respondenten te observeren en te begrijpen (Koopman, 
2011) en om de (on)mogelijkheden en transformatieve praktijken die mogelijk 
tot verandering leiden te verhelderen (Hyndman, 2004).

Overzicht hoofdstukken

Dit proefschrift is een verzameling van vier gepubliceerde artikelen en één 
ongepubliceerd artikel. Het omvat drie peer-reviewed tijdschriftartikelen, een 
peer-reviewed boekhoofdstuk, en een hoofdstuk in voorbereiding om te worden 
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ingediend bij een peer-reviewed tijdschrift. In de empirische hoofdstukken laat 
ik de laatste fase van de reis van de vluchteling zien en de verschillende fases die 
leiden tot integratie in Nederland. De empirische hoofdstukken zijn ook een reis. 
Deze reis begint met vluchtelingen die als asielzoekers in het AZC verblijven. 
Vervolgens volgt het hun aankomst te midden van de crisis in het asielsysteem. 
De reis eindigt als vluchtelingen een (vluchtelingen)status hebben verkregen en 
de mogelijkheid hebben om deel te nemen aan beleid-adviserende en sociaa-
leconomische integratietrajecten, die ik zie als integratiekansen. In hoofdstuk 
2, 3 en 4 wordt de organisatorische dynamiek tussen het maatschappelijk mid-
denveld, de overheid en vrijwilligers benadrukt. In hoofdstuk 5 en 6, daarente-
gen, wordt meer ruimte gegeven aan vluchtelingenperspectieven. In hoofdstuk 6 
staat het belangrijke perspectief van de vluchteling centraal.

Bevindingen

Ik gebruikte zichtbare en onzichtbare begrenzing als overkoepelend concept om 
de complexe en gelaagde processen van uitsluiting van vluchtelingen en hun stri-
jd voor (zinvolle) integratie in de Nederlandse samenleving te verklaren (Bram-
billa et al., 2015; Cassidy et al., 2018; Van Houtum et al., 2005; Yuval-Davis et al., 
2019). Begrenzing is aanwezig in zichtbare en onzichtbare praktijken die gelijkti-
jdig plaatsvinden door middel van onderling afhankelijke dynamieken op micro-, 
mezzo-, en macromaatschappelijk niveau. Het belemmert de zinvolle integratie 
van vluchtelingen en speelt een rol in samenwerkingsmogelijkheden tussen so-
ciale actoren en het transformatieve potentieel van hun agentschap (agency).

Zichtbare begrenzing en vluchtelingen

Van institutionalisering tot alledaagse bureaucratie

Vluchtelingen die in Nederland asiel aanvragen, verblijven in asielzoekerscen-
tra (AZC’s). Zij moeten daar blijven tot zij een vluchtelingenstatus toegewezen 
krijgen. In hoofdstuk 2 worden de omstandigheden van de vluchtelingen tijdens 
hun verblijf in het AZC uiteengezet. Vluchtelingen delen voorzieningen en heb-
ben ze niet het recht om te werken of studeren. Het wonen en wachten in een 
AZC leidt tot institutionalisering van vluchtelingen. Zij blijven gescheiden van 
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de maatschappij. Alle aspecten van hun leven worden binnen het centrum afge-
bakend en beheerd. Dit beperkt hun acties en keuzes, wat hun plannen, capac-
iteiten en bekwaamheden ook mogen zijn. De tijd die in een AZC wordt doorge-
bracht is voornamelijk een onvruchtbare periode en beïnvloedt het vermogen 
van de vluchtelingen om zich voor te bereiden om deel uit te gaan maken van de 
maatschappij wanneer de status is verkregen. De combinatie van de huisvesting 
in de AZC’s en de asielaanvraagprocedure houden vluchtelingen gescheiden van 
de Nederlandse samenleving, waardoor hun kansen om een nieuwe start te mak-
en afnemen en hun reis extra belastend gemaakt wordt. Zichtbare begrenzing 
weerhoudt vluchtelingen ervan deel uit te maken van de samenleving en belem-
mert hen in hun leven en in hun zoektocht naar een manier om zinvol te inte-
greren. Bovendien maakt zichtbare begrenzing vluchtelingen afhankelijk van de 
diensten die door overheidsorganisaties worden aangeboden en van de hulp die 
het maatschappelijk middenveld biedt om de gevolgen van die afhankelijkheid 
op te vangen. De procedures voor opvang, huisvesting en integratie die in het 
leven zijn geroepen om vluchtelingen te beschermen en te helpen, belemmeren 
uiteindelijk hun kansen voor een zinvolle integratie in de Nederlandse samen-
leving. Hoewel dit al minstens tien jaar het geval is, heeft er in deze situatie nog 
geen wezenlijke verandering plaatsgevonden. 

Een tekort aan samenwerking tussen maatschappelijke actoren 
in de asielcrisis

Samenwerking tussen overheidsorganisaties en het maatschappelijk middenveld 
heeft een rol gespeeld bij beleidswijzigingen die de zichtbare begrenzing deels 
ter discussie stellen. De samenwerking heeft echter niet geleid tot duurzame 
werkzaamheden om omstandigheden voor een zinvolle integratie te scheppen.

Samenwerking tussen het maatschappelijk middenveld en de overheid begon in de peri-
ode 2012-2015, toen het nadelige effect van de institutionalisering van vluchtelingen in ver-
schillende academische- en onderzoeks-publicaties aan de orde werd gesteld (ACVZ, 2013; 
Ten Holder, 2012; WRR, 2015). De crisis had een direct effect op het (nieuwe) publieke debat 
en de werkzaamheden in de opvang en integratie van vluchtelingen, omdat het de kwetsbaar-
heid van het systeem van vluchtelingenopvang liet zien. Ook toonde de crisis concreet aan 
dat overheidsorganisaties zoals het COA niet over de nodige logistieke en materiële middelen 
beschikten om hun werk te kunnen doen. Ze moesten de opvang van vluchtelingen ad-hoc 
organiseren op tijdelijke locaties (Smets et al., 2017, hoofdstukken 3 & 4) en hulp vragen aan 
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lokale overheden, die vervolgens hulp vroegen aan het maatschappelijk middenveld. Institu-
tionele zwakke plekken vergrootten de rol van het maatschappelijk middenveld, omdat zij 
nieuwe en broodnodige praktijken en perspectieven aan het veld konden toevoegen. 

Tijdens de crisis in het asielstelsel slaagden overheidsinitiatieven er niet in 
hun werk en behoeften aan te vullen met de beschikbare spontane vormen van 
vrijwilligerswerk. Tegelijkertijd worstelden de spontane (maatschappelijke) or-
ganisaties met de legitimatie en continuïteit van hun werk. Het maatschappelijk 
middenveld maakte het belang van improvisatie en flexibiliteit duidelijk, maar er 
was gebrek aan flexibiliteit om elkaar te ondersteunen en aan te vullen. Ondanks 
hun gemeenschappelijke doelstellingen om soepele omstandigheden te creëren 
voor de opvang van vluchtelingen, slaagden maatschappelijke en overheidsor-
ganisaties er niet in om de beschikbare middelen optimaal te benutten. Toch 
toonde deze periode het belang van verschillende maatschappelijke actoren aan 
om de omstandigheden voor zinvolle integratie te scheppen. Het was een periode 
(en een plek) waarin vele heterogene en meervoudige perspectieven een wed-
strijd uitvochten om hun standpunten en acties in de praktijk te brengen.

Een gebrek aan samenwerking tussen maatschappelijke actoren na de crisis 
in het asielstelsel

Uit mijn onderzoek blijkt dat het maatschappelijk middenveld de kennis en ervarin-
gen die het tijdens de crisis van het vluchtelingensysteem heeft opgedaan, in de prak-
tijk heeft gebracht. Zij schepten mogelijkheden voor verbondenheid op mezzo- en mi-
croniveau door best-practices te delen en zich te richten op lokale in plaats van centrale 
overheden (hoofdstuk 4). Zij toonden aan dat (tot dan toe) schijnbaar onverwachte 
partners, zoals bottom-up initiatieven en lokale overheden, konden samenwerken. Het 
ontbrak hen echter aan de nodige competentie, mogelijkheden en middelen om hun 
samenwerkingscapaciteiten te versterken en op lange termijn van elkaar te leren.

De kernboodschap van deze hoofdstukken was dat zelfs met het momentum 
dat door de crisis was aangewakkerd en met alle energie op maatschappelijk 
gebied om nieuwe stimulansen en mogelijkheden te creëren voor verschillende 
vormen van samenwerking, er nog steeds obstakels waren. Veel van de incon-
sistenties in de praktijk waren te wijten aan de verscheidenheid in organisator-
ische logica’s en doelstellingen, evenals de beperkingen die veroorzaakt werden 
door beperkingen rondom COVID-19. Aan de ene kant worden overheidsorgan-
isaties gekenmerkt door een formele en professionele aanpak, met categoriale 
doelstellingen die resultaatgericht zijn en een instrumentele benadering hebben 
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(d.w.z. toewijzen van asielzoekers, te behandelen zaken, feiten natrekken). An-
derzijds hebben het maatschappelijk middenveld, vrijwilligers en geëngageerde 
personen een informeel, praktisch en gastvrij perspectief (d.w.z. oefenen van 
de taal, vriendschap sluiten met vluchtelingen, aandacht geven aan specifieke 
behoeften). In lijn met Ponzoni et al., 2021, zou ik willen stellen dat elke be-
nadering sterke en zwakke punten heeft. Beide benaderingen zijn noodzakelijk 
voor de opvang van vluchtelingen en voor een zinvolle integratie. Samenwerking 
op de lange termijn kan alleen werken wanneer overheidsorganisaties en het 
maatschappij middenveld elkaars waarde erkennen, inzien dat ze elkaar aanvul-
len en logistieke en structurele manieren vinden om hun wederzijds afhankelijk 
potentieel te verwezenlijken met de inbreng en deelname van vluchtelingen. 

Onzichtbare begrenzing en vluchtelingen

Geëssentialiseerde categorisering en normalisering

Uit mijn onderzoek blijkt dat vluchtelingen ook worden geïmmobiliseerd en gedif-
ferentieerd door onzichtbare begrenzingspraktijken. Deze praktijken bestendigen 
de rol van overheidsorganisaties en het maatschappelijk middenveld en bemoeili-
jken mogelijkheden voor samenwerking. De staat en de maatschappij zien vluch-
telingen als een probleem omdat zij afhankelijk zijn van overheidsorganisaties en 
-diensten. Toch blijft de staat deze last beheren via bureaucratische en adminis-
tratieve procedures, waardoor de negatieve beeldvorming wordt versterkt en het 
beeld van de afhankelijke en kwetsbare vluchteling wordt gevoed. 

In mijn onderzoek laat ik zien hoe geëssentialiseerde categorisering en nor-
malisering leiden tot onzichtbare begrenzing. Er is sprake van essentialisatie 
wanneer iets of iemand wordt afgeschilderd met stereotiepe en onveranderlijke 
kenmerken. In het geval van vluchtelingen worden zij gezien als hulpeloos, ge-
lukszoekers, loom en ongeschikt om in de Nederlandse (en Europese) maatschap-
pij te functioneren. Categorisatie is het classificeren van een reeks kenmerken 
op basis van bepaalde kwaliteiten. De classificeerder (overheidsorganisaties, 
beleidsmakers, het maatschappelijk middenveld) beschouwt vluchtelingen als 
meer behorend tot de ene categorie dan de andere, afhankelijk van een groot 
aantal factoren (Yanow, 2002, p. 9). Met andere woorden, essentialisatie houdt 
vluchtelingen gevangen binnen de grenzen van één enkel verhaal over vluch-
teling-zijn. Categorisering creëert homogeniserende verhalen die vluchtelingen 
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afschilderen als problematisch en zwak. Ze hebben toezicht nodig van overheid-
sorganisaties en hulp van de burgermaatschappij. 

Ondermijning van samenwerkingsmogelijkheden 

Onzichtbare begrenzingspraktijken ondermijnen het slagen van samenwerkingsmo-
gelijkheden tussen maatschappelijke actoren. Uit hoofdstuk 5 blijkt bijvoorbeeld dat 
de vluchtelingen die advies gaven over het migratiebeleid hun aanwezigheid bes-
chouwden als een afvink-bezigheid. Bovendien voelden verschillende vluchtelingen 
in de raad zich niet serieus genomen. Ondanks alle logistieke en personele inspan-
ningen, de beste bedoelingen en de steun voor de oprichting van de raad, was de 
aanwezigheid van vluchtelingen symbolisch. Hoewel het initiatief erin slaagde een 
uniek proefproject voor zijn Europese dimensie op te zetten, eindigde het met een 
voornamelijk symbolische aanwezigheid van de raad. 

In hoofdstuk 6 wordt betoogd dat de specifieke omstandigheden en verwachtingen 
van vluchtelingen niet volledig in overweging werden genomen door de sociale on-
dernemingen bij het geven van advies over toekomstige werkgelegenheid of studiemo-
gelijkheden. Ze boden algemene hulp en informatie aan, maar stemden hun hulp niet af 
op degenen die ervan droomden andere dingen te gaan doen. Ook bij de Nederlandse 
taalcursus die in de fabriek werd aangeboden, werden vluchtelingen met verschillen-
de niveaus (van beginner tot gevorderde) in dezelfde klas ondergebracht. Dit vertraa-
gde de vooruitgang van alle deelnemers. Degenen met meer gevorderde vaardigheden 
konden zich niet verder ontwikkelen, en degenen met basiskennis konden zich niet 
concentreren op de essentiële eerste stappen van de taal. Op dat moment reageerde de 
sociale onderneming op de behoeften en mogelijkheden van de vluchtelingen met een 
vrij standaard, one-size-fits-all aanpak1.

Antwoord op de onderzoeksvraag

Gedurende de tien jaar die dit proefschrift bestrijkt zaten recent aangekomen 
vluchtelingen gevangen tussen hun institutionalisering en een slingerend pad 
naar zinvolle integratie, die gekenmerkt werd door velen bochten en omwegen. 
Deze situatie ging gepaard met zichtbare en onzichtbare begrenzing: huisvest-
ing in AZC’s, bureaucratische asielprocedures en langdurige integratietrajecten 
(zichtbaar) plus geëssentialiseerde categorisering en normalisering van prak-

1 De fabriek waarin de cursus werd gehouden was net geopend en COVID-19 beperkte de 
beschikbare middelen.
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tijken en opvattingen over vluchtelingen (onzichtbaar). Tussen 2011 en 2021 
bleef de opvang en integratie van vluchtelingen een sequentieel proces, met 
stappen die de vluchtelingen na elkaar moesten zetten. Deze opeenvolging be-
lemmerde de reis van vluchtelingen naar een zinvolle integratie omdat het de 
route naar mogelijkheden om hun leven weer op te pakken, hun dromen na te 
jagen en uiteindelijk van Nederland hun thuis te maken, vertraagde. Toch zijn 
er mogelijkheden voor verandering in deze zichtbare en onzichtbare mechanis-
men, omdat sinds het begin van dit onderzoek veel maatschappelijke actoren uit 
het maatschappelijk middenveld betrokken zijn geraakt bij de opvang en inte-
gratie van vluchtelingen. Hoewel er in 2011 alleen overheidsorganisaties en en-
kele gevestigde actoren uit het maatschappelijk middenveld actief waren, waren 
in 2021 meer maatschappelijke initiatieven actief en betrokken, met name in 
de vorm van sociale ondernemingen2. De meeste van deze nieuwe initiatieven 
ontstonden tijdens de crisis van het asielstelsel. In veel gevallen hebben zij een 
manier gevonden om hun missies aan te passen om ook daarna actief te blijven. 
Hun perspectieven en praktijken hebben een transformatief potentieel dat, indi-
en er oog is voor de duurzaamheid van de inzet, zou kunnen leiden tot verander-
ing die zinvolle integratie bevordert. Als deze sociale ondernemingen groeien en 
duurzaam worden, kunnen er plaatsen ontstaan die de groei van vluchtelingen 
mogelijk maken en hun dromen faciliteren. 

Hoewel samenwerking tussen maatschappelijke actoren zoals overheid-
sorganisaties en het maatschappelijk middenveld een belangrijke rol speelde 
tijdens de crisis van het asielsysteem en in sommige gevallen na die periode 
opnieuw gestalte kreeg, schoot deze samenwerking tekort als gevolg van de 
variatie in organisatorische logica’s en doelstellingen die leidde tot inconsist-
enties in hun acties en de resultaten van hun werk. Overheidsorganisaties en 
het maatschappelijk middenveld hebben beide gunstige en ongunstige kwalitei-
ten. Daarom is hun combinatie essentieel voor de ontwikkeling van een soepele 
opvang en zinvolle integratie van vluchtelingen. Toch blijft het een uitdaging om 
de samenwerking duurzaam vorm te geven. 

Na 2015 werden zelfsturende groepen en pleitbezorgers van vluchtelingen ac-
tiever en zichtbaarder in het veld. Hoewel organisaties geleid door vluchtelingen 
in eerdere decennia al actief en aanwezig waren in beleidsadvisering via overle-
gorganen, ontstond er in deze periode hernieuwde aandacht voor het belang van 
de stem van vluchtelingen. Zowel de nieuwe actieve groepen en individuen als de 
pleitbezorgers van de vorige generatie beschreven vergelijkbare ervaringen. Zij 
voelden zich niet serieus genomen en alleen symbolisch betrokken (Ponzoni, et 
2  WISE; work integration social enterprises
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al., 2020). Zinvolle interactie is alleen mogelijk wanneer overheidsorganisaties 
en het maatschappelijk middenveld als de meest prominente spelers in het veld 
hun eigen grenzen verleggen, inzien dat ze elkaar aanvullen, de waarde en kennis 
van pleitbezorgers van vluchtelingen en door vluchtelingen geleide groepen erk-
ennen, en toezeggen om samen te werken. Bovendien moeten overheidsorgani-
saties en het maatschappelijk middenveld het vluchtelingenperspectief vanaf het 
begin van hun samenwerking in hun beleid opnemen. Vluchtelingen moeten in 
het veld even prominent worden als de andere spelers. Hoe kunnen samenw-
erkingsmogelijkheden verder gaan dan het afvinken van vakjes en hun transfor-
matieve potentieel bereiken? Om zinvolle integratie mogelijk te maken, moeten 
maatschappelijke actoren zich bewust zijn van de volgende drie voorwaarden: 
momentum, verbinding en samenwerking.

• Momentum verwijst naar de energie en synergie die verschillende maatschap-
pelijke actoren, gericht op een gemeenschappelijk of vergelijkbaar doel, in een 
bepaalde tijd en ruimte overbrengen. 

• Verbinding is nodig om relaties te vormen die verschillende maatschappelijke 
actoren met elkaar verbinden. Hiervoor is het van belang dat maatschappelijke 
actoren hun eigen grenzen erkennen en zich ervan bewust zijn waarom zij het 
perspectief, de expertise, de kennis en de inbreng van de ander nodig hebben. Dit 
is met name van belang waar het gaat om meervoudige perspectieven.

• Samenwerking gaat gepaard met momentum en verbinding. Het kan samen 
met verschillende maatschappelijke actoren verkend en gecreëerd worden door 
samen te werken aan hun gemeenschappelijke doelstellingen. 
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