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Abstract 

 

This study examines the role of community-based organisations (CBOs) in fostering 

social connections for migrants, and how these connections directly contribute to their 

integration process. Data was gathered through participant observation and semi-

structured interviews in a CBO located in Brixton, U.K. While existing literature 

acknowledges the importance of social connections for migrant integration, it often 

overlooks the role of CBOs in this process. This study addresses this gap by examining 

how CBOs foster diverse social connections – bonding, bridging, and linking – and 

how these connections impact different aspects of integration. The findings indicate 

that through the shared experiences and a range of services offered within CBOs, the 

three types of social connections are constantly fostered, leading to a significant 

contribution to their integration in a new country, primarily impacting their social, 

identity, and cultural integration, followed by structural integration.  
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“We do not exist as unconnected individuals existing without ties but rather, we live 

in connection with others” (Webster, Dunne, and Hunter, 2021, p.176) 

 

Introduction  

Global migration has significantly increased in recent decades, with the number of 

international migrants rising from approximately 150 million in the early 2000s to an 

estimated 280 million today (Martin, Larkin and Nathanson, 2000; McAuliffe and 

Oucho, 2024). As individuals migrate for diverse reasons, including economic 

opportunities, safety concerns, and the pursuit of a better life (Kierans, 2020; 

Tuominen et al., 2023), migrants often encounter challenges when integrating into 

their new host country. These challenges, such as limited access to information, 

resources, and support, can hinder their integration process, leading to feelings of 

loneliness, social and economic isolation, as well as communication and cultural 

barriers (Wessendorf and Phillimore, 2019; Tuominen et al., 2023).  

In the United Kingdom (U.K.), data indicates that 16% of the population are foreign-

born individuals (Cuibus, 2024). Among all the cities in the U.K., the capital city, 

London, is home to the greatest number of migrants, and certain neighbourhoods, 

such as Brixton, have a high proportion of foreign-born residents (Howarth, 2002; 

Cuibus, 2024). While efforts are made by governments and institutions to ensure that 

migrants are integrated in the U.K. (Ager and Strang, 2008), questions remain. How 

are migrants best supported to integrate into a new society? What are the most 

successful methods? Where do migrants seek support in the U.K.? 
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As part of a migrant’s integration into a new society, fostering connections is vital 

(Ryan, 2011). Whilst family, friends, neighbours, and colleagues play an important role 

in migrant integration, it is also through organisations that migrants connect (Eve, 

2010). Since the migration crisis of 2015 in Europe, the number of non-profit 

organisations (NPOs) has increased (Caruso, McAreavey, and Sirkeci, 2023). 

Through NPOs, individuals are enabled to access services and resources that are 

often not available through governments or family networks (Marwell, 2004; Garkisch, 

Heidingsfelder, and Beckmann, 2017). Among the diverse types of organisations, 

community-based organisations (CBOs) are a type of non-profit that is characterised 

by being in a “particular geographic place”, and seeks to address the specific needs 

within a community (Marwell, 2004, p.270). CBOs are key institutions that can provide 

resources to migrants, especially if they are in an accessible location, such as Brixton.  

Brixton is a neighbourhood in south-east London that has been commonly known for 

its “cultural mix of diversity and deprivation” (Purbrick and Schofield, 2009, p.1). 

Throughout the years, Brixton has transformed from agricultural land into a residential 

suburb, suffering significant damage post-world-wars, and subsequently becoming a 

site of violent conflicts and high crime rates (Howarth, 2002). In recent years, Brixton 

has become an affordable area, attracting many migrants from the Caribbean, Africa, 

and Central and Eastern Europe (Mavrommatis, 2011). Besides being known for its 

diversity where “approximately 110 languages [are] spoken in the area”, there are 

many challenges that people face, such as unemployment, housing crisis, poverty, 

and racial discrimination (Howarth, 2002, p.240).  



 
 

8 
 

As this neighbourhood is well-known for its diversity, migrants commonly receive 

support through diverse institutions, among them CBOs. For migrants who are settling 

in a new location, integration is an important part of their process. While scholars have 

emphasised that there are distinct aspects that migrants require to be successfully 

integrated, generally it involves aspects such as employment, education, sense of 

belonging, participation, and adapting to norms (Spencer and Charsley, 2016). 

Overall, to achieve integration, it all starts with an initial action: connecting. 

This dissertation aims to examine the role that community-based organisations 

(CBOs) have in enabling social connections for migrants in Brixton, in the U.K., and 

how these connections contribute to their integration process. For the purpose of this 

research, a CBO located in Brixton, which will be referred to as ‘The Centre’, will be 

used for further analysis. Although there is existing literature in migration studies 

regarding the importance of social networks, less critical attention has been given to 

CBOs as key institutions that facilitate social connections. Hence, this research will 

highlight and analyse the crucial activity of CBOs as facilitating organisations, 

specifically examining the connections between two major concepts – ‘social capital’ 

and ‘migrant integration’ – within the context of CBOs in the U.K. 

The dissertation is structured as follows: the next section will summarise and analyse 

the existing literature regarding social capital and migrant integration. This section will 

also examine the NPOs in the U.K., as well as introduce the framework that will be 

employed in the analysis which is based on two approaches: classification of social 

connections and dimensions of integration. Next, the paper will introduce and outline 

the methodologies that were used to gather first-hand information. Afterwards, 
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Chapters One to Three will offer an in-depth analysis and discussion of the key findings 

related to the sub-questions of the research. Chapter One will analyse the ways in 

which migrants build social connections once they have arrived in the U.K. Chapter 

Two will discuss which factors within a CBO promote the construction of connections 

for the beneficiaries. Chapter Three will analyse how the specific social connections 

that are built influence the different aspects of migrant integration. The dissertation will 

conclude by highlighting the main findings and will offer recommendations for further 

research.  

 

Research Aim: 

What is the role of community-based organisations (CBOs) in enabling social 

connections for migrants in Brixton, U.K., and how are these connections 

contributing to their integration process? 

Sub-questions: 

• How do migrants navigate building social connections once they have 

arrived at their new destination? 

• What factors within a community-based organisation promote the 

construction of connections for their beneficiaries?  

• How do social connections constructed within community-based 

organisations influence the different aspects of migrant integration? 
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Literature Review  

Social connections can appear effortless. However, the experiences of migrants 

integrating into new communities have revealed that social connections are in fact a 

complex process. While an assessment of the importance of social connections is 

needed, the term itself is quite broad, and fails to capture the diverse types of 

connections people build and the support they provide (Ryan et al., 2008, p.673). 

Although there is vast literature on social capital, migrant integration, and NPOs, their 

interconnectedness, with an emphasis on CBOs, has been less studied. This review 

will initially examine the concepts of social capital, and its relation to social 

connections. Afterwards, it will assess migrants’ integration and the factors that 

influence integration, along with the various dimensions proposed by scholars. Finally, 

an overall context of organisations will be explored, including CBOs.  

 

Social Capital and Social Connections 

Terms such as social ties, social networks, social connections, and social capital are 

often used interchangeably (Ryan et al., 2008; Tuominen et al., 2023). The notion of 

social capital is so broad that Caruso, McAreavey, and Sirkeci argue that “almost any 

form of personal and social interaction has the capacity to be understood as social 

capital” (2023, p.405). Although the concept has existed for many years, it was until 

the late 20th century that it gained widespread recognition and began to be used for 

“public and policy discourse” (Halpern, 2005; Wessendorf and Phillimore, 2019, 
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p.134). Given the lack of an agreed-upon definition, there exists a variety of theoretical 

perspectives regarding social capital (Fukuyama, 2002; Fine, 2010).  

According to Bourdieu (1986, p.248), social capital is defined as “the aggregate of the 

actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of 

more or less institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition”. 

Bourdieu’s perspective of capital goes beyond a view of it as a resource, and focuses 

to a greater degree on the power and status within social capital (Kim, 2018, p.265). 

Putman (2000), emphasises that social capital is characterised by social ties built on 

trust and reciprocity, which may lead to economic development and increased civic 

participation. Other scholars, such as Coleman and Lin, highlight the presence of 

‘resources’ as an important aspect of social capital. While Coleman states that the 

resources are gained from the actions of individuals and groups (1990, p.302), Lin 

discusses that there are “embedded resources” within social relations that can be 

classified as material or symbolic goods (2001, p.21). As theoretical perspectives vary, 

Halpern’s (2005, p.10) framework provides a valuable foundation for understanding 

the key components of social capital which are: “a network; a cluster of norms, values 

and expectancies that are shared by group members; and sanctions”. This implies that 

social connections form the foundation of social capital. By recognising that social 

capital is extensive, further analysis is possible by delving into the complexities of 

social connections and their significant impact. 

Social connections can be categorised in various ways. One of the most widely 

recognised frameworks is Putman’s (2000) classification of ‘bonding and bridging’ 

social capital. Bonding connections generally refer to close ties that are built among 
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people who have “high levels of similarity in demographic characteristics, attitudes, 

and available information and resources” (Claridge, 2018, p.2). Research suggests 

that strong social bonds primarily consist of relationships with people who are close, 

such as family members, neighbours, and close friends (Azad and Pritchard, 2023). 

Conversely, bridging connections happen among people who have differences 

between each other, fostering information exchange and opportunities (Claridge, 

2018, p.3). Generally, scholars agree that bonding helps individuals with “getting by”, 

while bridging is good for “getting ahead” (De Souza Briggs, 1998, cited in Putnam, 

2000). Adding to this, Woolcock claims a third classification, ‘linking’, which refers to 

connections made among individuals and groups with different social status or power 

(Claridge, 2018, p.3). Moreover, Granovetter (1983) introduces a classification similar 

to bonding and bridging, known as ‘strong ties’ and ‘weak ties’. Strong ties refer to 

close friends and relatives who provide emotional support, while weak ties refer to 

acquaintances or people outside close groups who can offer valuable new information 

and resources that are not necessarily found in strong ties (Granovetter, 1983). In 

general, the classifications demonstrate that social connections have distinct levels of 

closeness, influence and effect.  

While Bourdieu and Coleman provide an analysis of what is considered social capital, 

Putman and Lin combine this and emphasise the factors and the benefits that make 

strong connections. Although social connections can be classified in numerous ways, 

the distinctions between bonding, bridging, and linking ties, as well as close and weak 

ties, provide a valuable framework to analyse the purpose and closeness of 

connections throughout this research (Granovetter, 1983; Putnam, 2000; Schneider, 

2006; Claridge, 2018). Overall, social capital is essential for society, “being the means 
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by which groups of individuals communicate and cooperate in a wide variety of 

activities” (Fukuyama, 2002, p.6).  

 

Migrant Integration and Dimensions 

Though social connections have been widely studied, certain researchers have 

focused on studying the significance of migrants’ networks in facilitating integration. 

The term ‘migrant’ refers to individuals who are foreign-born and move to a new 

country, either permanently or temporarily (Anderson and Blinder, 2024). In migration 

studies, a central aim is to understand the complex processes of human movement 

across geographic boundaries. According to Tuominen et al., “migration is often driven 

by a search for improved wellbeing for oneself and one’s family” (2023, p.599). While 

motivations for migrating are diverse, common reasons include family reunification, 

seeking employment opportunities, pursuing education, or seeking asylum or refugee 

status (Kierans, 2020; Rienzo and Vargas-Silva, 2022).  

Integration is a critical phase that migrants go through as they incorporate and settle 

in a new country (Snel, Engbersen, and Leerkes, 2006, p.287; Wessendorf and 

Phillimore, 2019, p.125). The practical aspect of achieving integration is closely linked 

with social capital, as it requires migrants to build connections and become part of a 

social system (Wessendorf and Phillimore, 2019). According to Ryan et al., “social 

networks are increasingly regarded as important sources of social capital for migrants, 

allowing them to access social support” (2008, p.673). In recent years, it has been 

highly recognised that connections can provide access to resources and information 
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that was not previously available (Kim, 2018), while also positively impacting well-

being, physical health, and mental health (World Health Organization, 2024). For 

migrants, transitioning to a new country can be a difficult adjustment, and feelings of 

preoccupation and loneliness can be commonly experienced as they begin to 

incorporate and settle in their new location (Lessard-Phillips, Fajth, and Fernandez-

Reino, 2020). Some of the challenges migrants may encounter include language 

barriers, racism, cultural shock, and limited access to services and support (Jackson 

et al., 2013; Tuominen et al., 2023). It is through connections with others that people 

may overcome these challenges and struggles (Ryan, 2011).   

Migrants’ social networks can range from “serendipitous encounters” to “closer 

acquaintances”, with some evolving into close bonds (Wessendorf and Phillimore, 

2019, p.124). As Webster, Dunne, and Hunter (2021, p.176) note, “It is the people that 

we spend time with, brush shoulders with and nod across the street to who make up 

our social network”. While some migrants are naturally outgoing and can easily interact 

within their surroundings, others rely on places such as workplaces, sports clubs, 

schools, and religious institutions to foster social connections (Jackson et al., 2013, 

p.13). Research has identified certain factors that can facilitate migrant connections. 

Frequently, it is argued that migrants who have prior connections in their new 

destination will have a simpler settling process (Eve, 2010, p.1236; Ryan, 2011, 

p.707). Moreover, studies suggest that highly educated migrants benefit from broader 

networks, compared to those with limited education (Tuominen et al., 2023). 

Regardless of the challenges or ease of settling in a new country, social connections 

are crucial for accessing emotional support and practical resources (Ryan et al., 2008; 

Wessendorf and Phillimore, 2019). 
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Studies indicate that a common form in which migrants connect is through ‘chance 

encounters’, unplanned interactions with individuals who offer valuable information 

and resources needed to adapt to a new country (Gladkova and Mazzucato, 2017). 

Additionally, some argue that connecting with individuals who resemble certain 

familiarity, such as ethnicity or language, can be a strategic approach to access 

support, as people are often more likely to help those who they can relate to (Jackson 

et al., 2013). This is often referred to in literature as ‘bounded solidarity’, or ‘ethnic 

homogeneity’ (Dahinden, 2005). While these types of connections can provide familiar 

and culturally oriented information, some scholars argue that relying only on co-ethnic 

networks can lead to not being fully integrated (Boyd, 1989; Wessendorf and 

Phillimore, 2019). Furthermore, Rüdel and Steinmann (2024) emphasise the 

importance of expanding connections beyond co-ethnic groups, especially with native 

contacts or individuals from higher socioeconomic backgrounds, as they can provide 

access to broader opportunities, such as in the labour market. While migrants’ settling 

experience may vary, building connections has been acknowledged as essential for 

integration (Wessendorf and Phillimore, 2019).   

Given that integration is not a “single process”, migrants require diverse types of 

connections to navigate through the dimensions that construct a successful integration 

(Ager and Strang, 2008; Spencer and Charsley, 2016, p.4). Although it is generally 

agreed that integration is multidimensional, there is no specific agreement on which 

dimensions of integration are necessary or should be prioritised (Snel, Engbersen, 

and Leerkes, 2006, p.287). As Berry (1997) argues, successful integration involves a 

balance of adapting to the new society while preserving one’s cultural origins. To 

analyse the diverse dimensions of a successful integration, various frameworks have 
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been developed (Heckmann, 2005; Snel, Engbersen,  and Leerkes, 2006; Ager and 

Strang, 2008; Spencer and Charsley, 2016; Heath and Schneider, 2021).  

Integration is often classified into two dimensions: structural and socio-cultural 

integration. Structural integration focuses on migrants’ access to resources or 

institutions that provide them with a social position, with elements such as education, 

employment, housing, and healthcare (Snel, Engbersen, and Leerkes, 2006; 

Wessendorf and Phillimore, 2019). In contrast, socio-cultural integration refers to 

informal interactions, which are linked to aspects of close relationships, feelings of 

belonging, and adaptation to the culture (Snel, Engbersen, and Leerkes, 2006). Other 

researchers, like Heath and Schneider (2021), highlight the importance of political and 

civic dimensions for integration. In contrast to previous classifications, these scholars 

emphasise the importance of participating in the political life of the new country as well 

as developing a sense of belonging within the society. Spencer and Charsley (2016; 

2019), propose a more comprehensive framework for understanding migrant 

integration, which outlines five key dimensions: structural, social, cultural, identity, and 

civic/political. Briefly, structural integration involves accessing resources like 

employment, education, housing, health and training; social integration focuses on 

building strong relationships and ties; cultural integration relates on how migrants 

adapt to norms and practices of the new society and their own; identity integration 

refers to migrants’ sense of belonging; and civic and political integration indicates the 

participation in aspects related to community and democracy (Spencer and Charsley, 

2016; Charsley and Spencer, 2019).  



 
 

17 
 

Overall, when individuals are exposed to diverse environments, they can build 

connections and actively participate, enabling them to prioritise certain dimensions 

according to their circumstances. While it is common to aim for a ‘successful 

integration’, this cannot be achieved through a linear process, nor does it look the 

same for everyone, certain factors such as personal characteristics as the purpose for 

migration influence the integration process (Kierans, 2021). 

 

Non-Profit Organisations and CBOs  

While governments are often seen as key leaders in defining policies and strategies 

for migrants’ integration, it has been argued that “successful integration depends on 

the contributions of all sectors of society” (O’Neill, 2001, cited in Ager and Strang, 

2008, p.176). Migrants often rely on a diverse range of social actors, including 

individuals, organisations, and institutions, to expand their social networks and 

successfully integrate into their new country (Eve, 2010; Garkisch, Heidingsfelder, and 

Beckmann, 2017).   

In the last decade, the number of Third-Sector Organisations (TSOs) dedicated to 

supporting migrants has grown significantly in the U.K. (Caruso, McAreavey, and 

Sirkeci, 2023; Grove-White and Kaye, 2023). TSOs have proven to contribute 

positively towards facilitating integration processes and fostering social capital 

(Garkisch, Heidingsfelder, and Beckmann, 2017; Williams et al., 2021; Caruso, 

McAreavey, and Sirkeci, 2023; Primecz et al., 2023). While research has highlighted 

the positive impacts of TSOs on migrant integration, discussions of social capital often 
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focus primarily on the social capital that organisations build among other external 

institutions, rather than the connections built among beneficiaries (Williams et al., 

2021). The non-profit sector is highly diverse, organisations may vary in size, target 

populations, and services provided (Grove-White and Kaye, 2023). Some TSOs are 

known to be present only at a local level, while others are national or international 

(Abiddin, Ibrahim, and Abdul Aziz, 2022). While some focus exclusively on migrants 

and refugees, others serve broader populations, and are often found in 

neighbourhoods where migrants have a visible presence (David, Nando, and Zetter, 

2005; Ryan, 2011; Van Dam and Raeymaeckers, 2017).  

Within this diversity, CBOs are a specific type of non-profit which are rooted in specific 

geographic locations or communities (Marwell, 2004). CBOs prioritise community 

engagement through a bottom-up approach, and may vary according to the target 

groups they define and the services they prioritise (Marwell, 2004). CBOs play a 

crucial role in supporting migrants by offering personalised services and connecting 

people who face similar challenges (Marzana et al., 2020). These local organisations 

provide essential services such as welfare advice, welcoming events, emergency 

support, integration support, and immigration advice (Grove-White and Kaye, 2023). 

By offering relevant support, CBOs help migrants access resources and networks that 

help them with their immediate needs as well as with future opportunities to thrive 

(David, Nando, and Zetter, 2005, p.20). It is by engaging with organisations that 

individuals can find, build, or share information and resources, as well as potentially 

create connections of trust (Schneider, 2006, p.14; Marzana et al., 2020, p.1329).  
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Framework  

This study focuses on foreign-born individuals who have migrated either voluntarily or 

forcibly, to settle in the U.K. within the last decade. The analysis specifically targets 

those individuals who participate in the CBOS in Brixton, U.K For the purpose of this 

research, CBOs are defined as non-profit organisations that are built in a specific 

region, in this case, Brixton, and have bottom-up approaches, meaning that they tailor 

their services to the specific needs of a community. Additionally, this dissertation 

utilises the concept of social connections as the interactions between individuals and 

groups which may provide access to information, resources, opportunities, and/or 

contribute to welfare. The analytical framework employed combines two key 

approaches. The first approach draws upon scholars’ classification of social 

connections: bonding, bridging, and linking (Granovetter, 1983; Bourdieu, 1986; 

Coleman, 1990; Putnam, 2000; Lin, 2001; Claridge, 2018; Azad and Pritchard, 2023). 

The second approach incorporates migrant integration and the dimensions of 

integration that have been proposed by different scholars (Heckmann, 2005; Snel, 

Engbersen,  and Leerkes, 2006; Ager and Strang, 2008; Spencer and Charsley, 2016; 

Heath and Schneider, 2021). 
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Methodology 

This research involved an eight-week placement at The Centre, a CBO located in 

Brixton, U.K. The Centre, is one of approximately 170,000 charities registered in the 

U.K. (Charity Commission, 2024). As part of its mission, The Centre offers a variety of 

workshops and services tailored to the needs of the local community. This research 

focused on the 18+ women’s program, which aims to support women by developing 

their skills and confidence to achieve a fulfilling life (Staff Worker 2, 2024). Data for 

this dissertation was collected through participant observation and semi-structured 

interviews. An essential part of this research was to gather qualitative data that 

focused on gaining deeper insights directly from migrants’ personal experiences. The 

participants who contributed to this research were primarily foreign-born users who 

attend The Centre, with a few staff workers who provided a general perspective of the 

CBO. Through two months of continuous engaging with women from countries in Asia, 

Africa, South America, and Europe, and actively participating in the activities, it was 

possible to gather comprehensive data.  

 

Participant Observation – Data Collection Method  

One of the main research methods employed was participant observation. Participant 

observation is a method that allows the findings to emerge in “the daily activities, 

rituals, interactions and events of a group of people” (DeWalt, 2010, p.1). By engaging 

in participant observation, first-hand experience was gained and comprehensive data 

was gathered by not only learning to be an observer, but also participating in the 
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organisation’s daily activities (van Donge, 2006; Creswell, 2007). Through this 

methodology, it was possible to be part of conversation clubs, English classes, skill-

building workshops, and well-being programs, as well as have constant casual 

dialogues with the participants. These interactions involved over 25 participants, 

including both users and staff members. Through this methodology, it was possible to 

collect valuable insights into how these activities foster social connections, how 

beneficiaries interact and the diverse dialogues that happen across the daily activities.  

 

Interviews – Data Collection Method 

The second methodology was a series of semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured 

interviews are based on a structure of open-ended questions that allows space for 

new “ideas and thoughts” (Willis, 2006, p.145; Jamshed, 2014). A total of 8 interviews 

were conducted, face-to-face, in a private office that was provided by the organisation. 

Two interviews were conducted to staff workers, mainly to get information about the 

organisation and their perspective on the work that is done there and the beneficiaries 

that attend the organisations. The rest of the interviews were conducted to 6 foreign-

born individuals who attend CBOs, which allowed them to have information related to 

their own experience. Prior to conducting these interviews, a set of questions was 

prepared that allowed to ensure that key points were addressed, and at the same time 

gave flexibility to expand to new questions and areas that were aligned with the 

research (Walliman, 2010). The perspectives and knowledge of staff workers and 

users provided additional information than the one gathered through participant 

observation. 
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Strengths and Limitations 

Approval to conduct this study was granted by the Social Sciences & Arts Cross-

Schools Research Ethics Committee of the University of Sussex. Throughout the 

research, ethical considerations were prioritised by ensuring that participants were 

fully informed about the aims and methods. All corresponding documents were 

correctly explained and signed prior to participation, and the research adhered to the 

Data Protection Policy.  

During the research process, limitations and strengths were identified. This study 

employed a qualitative approach, with a small sample; therefore, the study’s findings 

cannot be generalised. Also, as data was gathered through both semi-structured 

interviews and participant observation, it was not possible, in the time available, to 

attend every workshop as some schedules overlapped, and certain workshops had to 

be prioritised according to the level of participation. While sufficient data was gathered 

to answer the research questions, the study focused on a single CBO in a particular 

neighbourhood limiting the possibility of understanding similar organisations within a 

wider community. Consequently, the results may not be representative of all CBOs.  

While certain limitations were encountered, the researcher’s personal experience as 

a migrant and fluency in multiple languages facilitated the development of connections 

with The Centre’s users, leading to deeper and more meaningful data collection. 

These personal connections served as a significant strength for the study. Moreover, 

the opportunity to be present for two months allowed constant interactions with both 

staff members and users of The Centre.  
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Chapter 1: Initial Connections 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a comprehensive analysis of the strategies 

that migrants use to create connections in their destination country. While several 

factors motivate migration to the U.K., the Migration Observatory identifies “work, 

study, family and humanitarian protection” as the primary reasons (Kierans, 2020). 

Consistent with this, a staff member at The Centre stated that many of the migrants 

who live in South London and attend the CBO migrated mainly because they were 

“seeking a better life and commonly escaping from wars, gang-related incidents, 

political persecutions, and domestic violence” (Staff Worker 2, 2024). Some 

respondents emphasised that migrating was a personal aspiration, it was a way of 

proving to themselves that they could grow intellectually and financially, as well as 

provide support to their families. Additionally, participants expressed a perception of 

the U.K. as a favourable destination, where human rights are respected and there are 

benefits for families, access to education and employment opportunities.  

According to a staff member, users that attend The Centre come mainly from countries 

in Asia, Africa, South America, and Europe (Staff Worker 2, 2024). Participants from 

these diverse continents were part of this research, and through weekly activities, it 

was possible to learn about the wide-ranging backgrounds that characterised the 

users at The Centre, as they had different family structures, traditions, experiences, 

educational levels and employability skills. As each individual circumstances varied, it 

was found that as they navigated in a new society, building connections was a different 

experience for each one; nevertheless, responses indicated that there are certain 

commonalities in the approaches used to connect. According to Ryan, in order to gain 
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insight and provide more suitable support, “more attention is needed to the ways in 

which migrants access, maintain and construct different types of networks, in varied 

social locations, with diverse people” (2011, p.707). In a multicultural community like 

Brixton, comprehending how migrants navigate the building of connections is vital for 

this research.  

 

Approaching Acquaintances  

It has been frequently argued that migrants with existing connections in their new 

destination experience a seamless integration  (Eve, 2010; Ryan, 2011). The presence 

of family, friends, or pre-established contacts in the country of destination provides 

crucial support and guidance (Ryan, 2011). Participants in this study noted that 

connections facilitated navigating unfamiliar spaces, simplifying initial challenges. The 

comments made by participants suggested that those with pre-existing contacts 

sought assistance with accommodation, documents, transportation, and employment. 

Having someone familiar during the initial months was key, and many participants 

mentioned that relatives or friends of friends fortunately supported them. Beyond 

practical help, these connections helped participants feel accompanied. As one 

participant explained: “At least I have them, and they encourage me” (Participant 3, 

2024), referring to relatives who had been living in the U.K. for a longer time.  

This aligns with the idea that established migrants have a feeling of responsibility to 

assist those who have recently arrived (Jackson et al., 2013). Similarly, the findings 

mirror Comola and Mendola’s (2015) research, where they found that migrants from 
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Sri Lanka who had arrived in Milan, “tend to interact with co-nationals who came from 

nearby localities in Sri Lanka and who arrived in Italy either at the same time, or long 

before”. This suggests that having these initial contacts and connections is a great 

advantage, as it facilitates their integration. By having someone to interact with 

participants accessed essential information related to how to move around the city and 

where to seek support. Additionally, it allowed them to feel accompanied, diminishing 

feelings of loneliness. However, this was not the reality for everyone, as some 

respondents highlighted that they had arrived alone, with no prior connections in the 

country of destination.  

 

Observing and Interacting 

Arriving in a new country, without any prior connections can be challenging. 

Newcomers often have limited knowledge about their destination, making it harder to 

adjust and obtain information (Haque, 2010). While the U.K. was seen as a favourable 

destination, participants did not fully anticipate the difficulties they would face due to 

language barriers and unfamiliar norms. Consequently, many participants relied on 

observing, imitating, and interacting with people around them to understand the 

environment. This was evident in the experience of one participant who described 

how, upon her arrival at the airport, a conversation with the taxi driver became her 

introduction to South London and to the migrant communities (Participant 5, 2024). 

Another respondent emphasised that once they had arrived in the U.K., they had no 

idea where to go, as they did not know anyone around, nor did they speak the 

language, and she mentioned that:  
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By observing people I heard a person that spoke my language, I talked to her and she was my first 
contact here, she helped me learn how to use transportation, and she told me that cash was useless 
here, I needed a card, and she also told me good areas to live and look for work, and how to get my 

working permit (Participant 2, 2024). 

 

Perhaps these situations reflect what is discussed in migration studies as chance 

encounters, referring to people who are unknown to migrants, but provide very useful 

support at a specific moment and time (Gladkova and Mazzucato, 2017). The findings 

indicate that even through brief encounters there can be important guidance and 

practical information (Wessendorf and Phillimore, 2019; Webster, Dunne, and Hunter, 

2021). Dahinden’s (2005, p.197) research on Albanian migrants echoes the findings 

of this study, through their research, they discovered that interactions with unfamiliar 

people resulted in a variety of positive outcomes, such as financial aid, shelter, 

strategic information, and additional support. Similarly, Kim’s research which focuses 

on migration brokers, aligns to a certain extent with these findings, as there can be 

key intermediaries, in this case unplanned encounters, who can provide information 

that “would otherwise be unavailable” (2018, p.271). Overall, the findings suggest that 

arriving in a new country requires connecting with others to access information. Often, 

these initial connections are made through chance encounters or by connecting with 

people who share similar backgrounds or provide a sense of familiarity and trust.  

 

Engaging with Community  

Regardless of whether migrants arrived alone, with companions, or pre-existing 

connections, participants emphasised that the community, referring to their area of 
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residence, was a crucial place for expanding their connections. This was particularly 

evident for the participants who lacked pre-arranged employment or education 

opportunities, which was the case for all but one participant in this research. For 

participants, the community was not only about having neighbours, but more 

importantly about interacting with others through local establishments such as grocery 

shops, community centres, religious institutions, schools, recreational activities, and 

organisations. One participant described that by attending religious services she had 

expanded her connections, as meeting people who shared her beliefs was simpler 

(Participant 5, 2024). Another emphasised how enrolling in a nearby college for herself 

and a nursery for her children helped her build new connections beyond her relatives 

(Participant 3, 2024). Therefore, as individuals navigated their community, they forged 

new connections which eventually led all of them to The Centre.  

The participants’ comments closely resonate with existing literature that highlights 

public and private places as spaces where individuals build connections (Jackson et 

al., 2013). Recognising that communities can vary considerably in size, it can be 

assumed that not everyone will connect with each other (Schneider, 2006). Given that 

participants revealed that they frequently interacted with individuals from local 

establishments and residents of Brixton, it is likely that this contributed to building 

connections at a local level. These interactions align with Fukuyama’s argument in 

which he states that effective strategies for fostering social capital are best 

implemented at a local level, “micro-level” rather than the “macro-level” (2002, p.12).  

This section analysed how migrants navigate building connections in the U.K., and 

three primary strategies were found: approaching acquaintances, observing and 
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interacting with people, and/or engaging within the community. Contrary to previous 

research that suggests that social media is another important approach for networking 

(Webster, Dunne, and Hunter, 2021, p.198), no evidence indicated that digital 

platforms were being used for initial connections.  A possible explanation for this might 

be that the use of technology may not be a common practice among the participants, 

due to lack of interest, limited digital skills, or concerns about online safety. 

Nevertheless, this research did find other important approaches. For those who arrived 

in a new country and had preestablished contacts, this was key to initial information 

and resources. However, for those who arrived alone, it was more challenging, as they 

required the support of the community where they had settled, as well as unplanned 

encounters. In both cases, the community and meeting co-nationals are key for 

migrants’ integration and expansion of connections. Despite the initial difficulties of 

migrating to a new country, it became evident that the process of creating connections 

varied widely depending on whether they had arrived alone, without prior connections, 

or if they had family, friends or acquaintances in the U.K.  
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Chapter 2: Factors Influencing Connections  

The previous discussion highlighted three approaches that migrants use to build 

connections. Among these strategies, many engage with their community, often 

leading them to organisations, such as The Centre. Despite evidence suggesting that 

organisations facilitate connections (David, Nando, and Zetter, 2005), this study 

revealed a significant delay in migrant engagement with organisations. Contrary to the 

initial assumption that migrants would seek immediate support from NPOs, 

participants consistently reported that it took them at least three years before formally 

engaging with any type of organisation, including CBOs. As one staff member noted: 

“Sometimes they can be living in the U.K. for many years, and they continue to have 

the same connections, but once they come to an organisation, they automatically 

expand their connections” (Staff Worker 1, 2024). 

Word-of-mouth was found to be the primary way respondents heard about The Centre, 

but other sources also included child services, medical clinics, and colleges. 

Interestingly, despite initial hesitations to seek support, participants later recognised 

the benefits of joining The Centre. Most participants expressed that the connections 

made through The Centre improved their lives in aspects related to companionship, 

education, and leisure. It was also observed that the welcoming atmosphere in The 

Centre facilitated continuous interactions among individuals. Given the research’s 

focus on CBOs, this section will examine in detail the factors that promote connection-

building within The Centre.  
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Finding Similarities and Recognising Differences 

For participants, CBOs proved to be a space that fosters a wide range of connections. 

Initially, participants mentioned that they sought connections based on shared 

backgrounds, such as nationality, ethnicity, or language. Additionally, direct 

observation revealed that participants were more likely to initiate conversations with 

others who spoke their native language. By connecting with co-nationals, or 

participants who spoke the same language, participants felt that it was easy to talk 

about their struggles, express themselves, and offer mutual support. This familiarity 

facilitated stronger connections, resulting in rapid and close relationships. Through the 

lens of social capital theory, those participants were creating to a certain extent a 

close-knit network, or in other words bonding with people within their social circle 

(Tuominen et al., 2023). The findings of the current study are consistent with those of 

Dahinden, who states that migrants depend on “relationships with persons of the same 

background, mainly because of language difficulties” (2005, p.200).  While participants 

expressed a sense of relief at being able to find people who shared their background 

and language, they expressed their interest in expanding their connections beyond co-

nationals. This somewhat echoes Ryan’s findings, which indicated that Polish migrants 

had expressed the “desire to move away from what was perceived as narrow, 

exclusive and limiting Polish enclaves” (2011, P.714).  

Participants stated that they were surprised to find that once they began to engage in 

the different activities that are offered by The Centre, they began to broaden their 

interactions with individuals who did not share their ethnic background, nor were they 
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part of their usual circle. It is worth mentioning a comment made by one of the staff 

workers:  

At the end of the day, they are very similar, I mean they are all women, they might come from different 
places, but they all have the same issues like for example childcare issues, or problems in 

relationships that they can discuss. They can speak openly about certain issues. The main challenge 
is the cultural shock. Not only being from different countries, or religions, but also personalities. As 
part of their culture, some are more extroverted and louder, while others are more introverted, and 
ways of dressing can also create a cultural shock for some. However, that is one of the main things 

that is taught here, and they learn so much from one another (Staff Worker 1, 2024). 

 

While certain initial impressions allowed participants to find immediate similarities and 

connect with certain individuals, based on constant observation and interactions with 

participants, it was evident that they also had unexpected commonalities that allowed 

them to connect in other forms. For many, learning about other women that were 

mothers, or that were also studying a specific level of English, helped them connect in 

other aspects beyond evident demographic characteristics. It is interesting to note that 

participants valued the fact of connecting with people with different roles, such as staff 

members as well as participants from many other places, as they felt they could 

interact differently with each one. This points to the reflection that is not only necessary 

to have strong ties, but also weak ties as part of the connections that are made 

(Webster, Dunne, and Hunter, 2021). For many users of The Centre, connecting with 

others allows them to find similar interests and similar life situations that they did not 

initially detect. Perhaps this relates to Haque (2010), who suggests that each individual 

and their circumstances differ. Thus, when people interact and begin to have a 

connection, they find that despite being from different countries, religions or of a 

different age, they can still connect, as other aspects can bring them together. All 

respondents agreed that in order to see beyond evident demographic similarities, they 
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needed to truly engage in the different services offered by The Centre, which led to 

expanding their connections. 

 

Variety of Services 

While connecting with those who share initial similarities creates a sense of familiarity, 

expanding those connections with people who have diverse backgrounds can also 

provide different types of connections. Respondents reported that by joining activities 

at The Centre they benefited in multiple forms, they interacted and initiated dialogues 

with people they might not have approached otherwise. As one participant stated:  

I believe all the activities here can help anyone, it all depends on what you are looking for, and we all 
have the freedom to try and choose any activity that we like. I come to English classes, Zumba, 

Mentoring and Stress-relief workshops, and they have all helped me differently (Participant 1, 2024). 

 

The Centre's wide range of activities allows women to choose according to their 

interests; consequently, this influences the type of connections they form. Overall, The 

Centre's activities can be classified into various themes. For the purpose of this 

research, the services provided by The Centre will be classified into four themes: 

communication, wellness, creativity, and guidance.  

 

Communication  

Overcoming the language barrier is one of the main reasons why participants attend 

The Centre. As one participant described it, language can be a “tremendous barrier” 

(Participant 2, 2024). By participating in English classes and conversation clubs, 
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participants discovered that they were not alone in their language struggles, and that 

helped them alleviate feelings of shame. Through these activities, they are not only 

learning phonetic and grammatical skills, but they are also developing skills that 

benefit their everyday activities such as doctor’s appointments, school meetings, 

grocery shopping, or simply asking for directions. Studies consistently support this 

view, highlighting the importance of speaking the host country’s language (Kierans, 

2021). Additionally, this relates to the findings of Ager and Strang (2008, p.173), who 

state that language barriers can impede communication with healthcare professionals. 

Although this research agrees with those findings, in this study participants highlighted 

the broader impact of language barriers on other aspects of their lives.  

While the structured format of certain activities at The Centre may have limited deeper 

connections, through informal discussions during the session or breaks, other types 

of connections were fostered. Interestingly, in these activities participants primarily 

connected with teachers and volunteers, particularly British facilitators, who provided 

support in practical aspects, such as understanding emails, making appointments, and 

writing messages. These results are consistent with Wessendorf and Phillimore's 

(2019) research, in which they acknowledge that bridging social capital often results 

in developing communication and language skills. Considering the structure of the 

class, where power dynamics are present with the presence of a facilitator, these 

connections could suggest a form of linking, as there is a connection between “regular 

citizens with those in power” (Aldrich and Meyer, 2015, p.259). However, it can also 

be seen as a form of bridging, as they are interacting directly or indirectly with 

individuals who are providing new information and resources that are aligned with the 

host country’s norms (Claridge, 2018).  
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Creativity 

The Centre also offers a second category of activities, creative workshops. These 

activities happen in a relaxed and flexible environment. Interestingly, these activities 

go beyond simply encouraging new skills, rather they focus more on providing spaces 

that foster collaboration and mutual support. Participants frequently mentioned how 

these activities facilitated open discussions about their lifestyles, interests and 

challenges. Many stated that through these activities they were able to overcome 

feelings of loneliness. One participant shared that by integrating into these activities 

she was able to listen and learn from other perspectives and forms of life (Participant 

2, 2024). It was evident throughout the weekly session that users engaged in deep 

conversations, genuinely interested in helping one another. They openly shared 

advice according to their own experiences, they recommended people or places where 

they could seek specific support for specific struggles, and they also arranged plans 

outside The Centre. These activities were found to be the ones that created 

meaningful connections for participants, as they often relied on them for multiple 

reasons.  

This supports the notion that strong, personal ties, bonding, and more extensive 

networks, bridging, can occur simultaneously (Ryan, 2011). Individuals can benefit 

from both emotional support and practical knowledge which can relate to the fact of 

being able to get by and get ahead (Putnam, 2000, 2007). Additionally, as these 

findings suggest friendships, this reflects Edward’s argument that friendships, or close 

ties can happen between people who come from different cultures, socioeconomic 

classes, or groups, and can provide access to new information (Edwards, 2004, cited 
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in Claridge, 2018, p.3). Thus, bonding and bridging social connections are possible 

with the same individual.  

 

Wellness 

A third type of activity that is offered in The Centre focuses on promoting self-care, 

such as yoga and stress-relief workshops. One participant reflected on her experience, 

and she commented: “It is my time to disconnect, I turn off my phone and forget about 

everything external” (Participant 6, 2024). According to the responses of participants, 

even though they did not necessarily engage in conversations during the session, it 

was the activity itself that promoted connections and made them aware of the people 

around them. They constantly mentioned that they enjoyed being motivated and 

encouraged, and they felt a strong sense of confidence even though they did not 

necessarily know each other. For many, feeling constantly supported was the reason 

to continue attending classes, showing a higher level of commitment. This indicates 

that consistent motivation and encouragement provided within these activities fostered 

a sense of community and trust among participants. As Lazányi suggests, trust is often 

a sign of strong social bonds (2017, p.143). Even though ethnic diversity can present 

certain challenges in building trust (Putnam, 2007), with these activities it was possible 

to break those biases.   

Apart from the possibility of bonding connections being fostered throughout the class, 

participants mentioned that before and after class they commonly interact among each 

other. The conversations mainly focused on talking about the variety of activities that 

each one of them joined, apart from that class. It was usual to hear them 



 
 

36 
 

recommending other classes or places, as well as inviting each other to join other 

activities in The Centre or in the community of Brixton. This indicates that participants 

were gaining new knowledge regarding the varied activities available in the 

community. Interacting with new acquaintances, or as Granovetter calls weak ties, can 

be  “vital for an individual’s integration into modern society” (1983, p.204), especially 

since it provides novel information that allows participants to extend their ties beyond 

their usual groups and places.  

 

Guidance 

Finally, a fourth type of activity at The Centre is mentoring sessions and workshops 

focused on practical aspects of life in the U.K., including job seeking, education 

enrolment, documentation, and citizenship. Through these services, participants 

receive punctual support and guidance through one-on-one mentoring or group 

workshops designed to develop the necessary skills to achieve their goals. For many 

participants, while this was not the main reason why they had initially enrolled in The 

Centre, they found these services to be particularly useful in terms of personal and 

professional development, as they were gaining significant support to achieve their 

goals and feel supported while doing it. Additionally, participants mentioned that 

hearing personal experiences from other participants who had already achieved a 

specific goal, proved to be highly motivating and useful.  

The findings indicate that connections between participants and staff members are 

crucial for accessing indispensable information, resources, and appropriate referrals 

related to practical aspects of their lives. This supports Johnstone and Schowengerdt's 
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research, which emphasised the importance of face-to-face interactions to effectively 

put into practice their employment-related skills. According to their 2002 study, 

securing employment required more than learning the skills, it was also about hearing 

about job openings and interacting with other peers who had been through similar 

situations and could provide practical recommendations. Additionally, these results 

corroborate the notion that organisations that work with migrants benefit from 

collaborating with other institutions (Van Dam and Raeymaeckers, 2017, p.927). Data 

suggest two primary types of connections through these activities; linking with staff 

members within the organisations and bridging with peers who offered novel 

information based on personal experiences.  

This analysis reveals that despite diverse backgrounds and interests, simply attending 

The Centre enables connections among participants. By acknowledging the 

similarities and differences among participants, they can find a common ground, past 

their nationalities and languages. Moreover, the wide range of activities that are 

offered enables participants to connect at different levels. Beyond exploring the factors 

that promote connection-building within CBOs, the findings revealed the different types 

of connections that emerge according to the activities that women join. As Boyd (1989, 

p.651) noted, connections can provide migrants with essentials like food, housing, job 

opportunities and access to healthcare, while also allowing them to navigate social 

services and leisure activities. In this research, it was found that connections lead to 

multiple benefits, such as friendships, support, knowledge sharing, new perspectives 

and access to opportunities. This suggests that CBOs effectively foster all three types 

of social connections: bonding, bridging, and linking.  
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Chapter 3: Contribution Towards Integration  

As previously discussed, CBOs foster connections by facilitating regular interactions 

among participants and staff, and through the services they provide. Research 

indicates that strong social networks significantly enhance migrant integration in host 

countries (Wessendorf and Phillimore, 2019). To delve deeper into these connections, 

this section will comprise an in-depth analysis of how the connections forged through 

CBOs contribute to different aspects of migrant integration.   

As a staff member reflected on migrants’ process of integration, she stated: 

Integration means you are part of this society, in other words, you are part of the community, you can 
be out in the community taking part in things like, for example, going to the library or going to local 

organisations. Being aware of your environment. Very often women come, and they haven’t got a clue 
on what is around, and they might have been here for quite a number of years, but they have been 

very isolated, so it’s that idea of being able to connect with other people (Staff Worker 2, 2024). 

 

This viewpoint aligns with Jackson et al. summary of multiple studies, in which they 

state that “an effective integration of people relies on their ability to tap into existing 

community networks and on the ability and willingness of communities to assist” (2013, 

p.19). As integration is a crucial aspect of migrants’ experience in a new country, it 

remains vital to understand how the connections made through CBOs can support a 

successful integration.  

 



 
 

39 
 

Gaining Confidence and Socialising  

Participants described The Centre as a welcoming and respectful space, contrary to 

other places where they had felt certain rejection. The fact that the organisation 

provided a safe space for the users and valued everyone’s opinion was something 

truly important for the participants of this research, and it is also something that has 

been proven to be crucial for effective program development (David, Nando and 

Zetter, 2005). The positive atmosphere was evident in the friendly interactions 

observed at the front desk and during the workshops. Both the social interactions and 

physical space fostered a calm, trustful, secure, and supportive environment that 

facilitated connections. These findings reflect Haque’s (2010, p.19) research, which 

suggests that feelings of safety, security, and belonging positively impact migrants’ 

social and cultural integration.  

By fostering trust and confidence, The Centre enabled participants to forge 

connections. While some participants prioritised building close friendships for mutual 

support, others focused on gathering information to navigate their new environment. 

According to one of the participants: “For me it was very difficult to just meet people 

and start talking, now I can go up to people and have a conversation with them” 

(Participant 5, 2024). As previously stated, these diverse types of connections are not 

exclusive, and can be often interconnected (Ryan, 2011). The connections made 

through The Centre helped participants develop interpersonal skills, which not only 

helped them strengthen their connections within the CBO, but also benefited them in 

terms of external networks. These findings echo Fukuyama’s argument in which he 

states that as connections are built, qualities such as honesty and reciprocity develop 
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among individuals, and they can apply these virtues to their interactions outside their 

existing connections (2002, p.9). The fact that participants’ networks expanded within 

their new country highlights a key aspect of social integration (Spencer and Charsley, 

2016). Similarly, the findings align with Snel, Engbersen and Leerkes’s (2006) view of 

socio-cultural integration, which involves building personal connections and becoming 

comfortable in a new society.  

Beyond network expansion, several participants stated that the connections built 

through The Centre, with staff members and participants, allowed them to reduce 

feelings of loneliness and isolation. As one participant expressed: “They do everything 

possible to help you, and this helps me know that I am not alone, there are people 

willing to help me” (Participant 4, 2024). Perhaps these results reflect the earlier point 

raised in the Literature Review, that feelings of loneliness can be a consequence of 

insufficient integration (Tuominen et al., 2023). It is therefore likely that while many 

feel isolated or lonely during their settling process, through CBOs they can construct 

“high-quality social connections”, which can lead to an improvement in their well-being 

(World Health Organization, 2024). Jackson et al.’s (2013, p.36) research mirrors 

these findings by arguing that strong connections facilitate migrant integration, 

improve well-being and foster community engagement. These findings support 

previous research into this area which specifies that TSOs provide certain support 

which aims to enhance social capital in aspects related to increasing self-confidence, 

self-esteem, and overcoming feelings of isolation (Garkisch, Heidingsfelder, and 

Beckmann, 2017, p.1859). This suggests that participants are making progress into 

what scholars refer to as a vital dimension of integration, known as identity or 

identificational integration (Heckmann, 2005; Spencer, 2022).   
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Immersing in the Culture   

Many participants expressed initial concerns about losing their cultural identity and 

struggling to adapt to the norms of the host country. However, they were surprised to 

discover that by engaging with co-national, foreigners, and locals within the CBO, they 

not only shared their own culture, but they were also learning about the U.K.’s cultural 

diversity. Scholars have emphasised the importance of building connections with host 

country nationals for successful integration, in this case, British people (Wessendorf 

and Phillimore, 2019). However, this research found that despite the CBO being in 

Brixton, a predominantly migrant neighbourhood, having limited interaction with local 

British did not hinder their sense of integration. These results are consistent with Fajth 

and Bilgili (2020), who argue that there is no evidence that living in a neighbourhood 

with a high concentration of people from your ethnic background can negatively impact 

integration. Moreover, scholars have argued that participating in organisations can 

promote social values (Wilson and Post, 2013, cited by Garkisch, Heidingsfelder, and 

Beckmann, 2017, p.1841). Thus, the CBO likely played a significant role in this regard, 

by facilitating interactions among participants from diverse backgrounds.  

Participants truly valued interactions with individuals who provided a broader cultural 

perspective. Through constant interactions and observations, it became evident that 

many participants enthusiastically shared their traditional food, clothes, and customs, 

which many times led to conversations about the different customs. For some, these 

exchanges challenged participants’ preconceptions or biases, as one shared: “I can 

relate to women from many countries, and I have lost that fear and that mistrust that I 

had when I saw that they were from another country” (Participant 4, 2024). It is 
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possible that the safe space of The Centre allowed an adequate cultural exchange 

that helped to overcome prejudices. Perhaps these findings relate to Heath and 

Schneider (2021), who acknowledge the importance of sharing attitudes and values 

among diverse populations, who are exposed to a multiethnic environment. While 

academics commonly emphasise that cultural integration involves adapting to the host 

culture while preserving one’s own (Heckmann, 2005; Spencer and Charsley, 2016; 

Charsley and Spencer, 2019), this research suggests that successful integration in the 

U.K. also requires learning about and respecting the diverse range of cultures present 

within the country. Overall, the connections contributed to participants' knowledge 

regarding the lifestyle in the U.K., allowing them to learn adequate norms, and 

behaviours of the host country, other countries, and their own.  

While participants acknowledged the importance of understanding and respecting the 

host society’s diverse cultures and customs for integration, the majority emphasised 

that language proficiency was equally or more critical to feeling fully integrated. In The 

Centre, it was found improving language skills was a priority for many and put great 

efforts in establishing continuous conversations with staff members and participants. 

Generally, while some participants could easily find peers who spoke their language, 

The Centre consistently encouraged everyone to practice English within the facilities 

whenever possible. This was evident through the research, as workshops often 

provided opportunities for those with English difficulties to learn new words and 

express themselves. Perhaps this also indicates another step towards improving their 

cultural integration. Ager and Strang mention that “being able to speak the main 

language of the host community is, for example, consistently identified as central to 
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the integration process (2008, p.182). Similarly, Heckmann (2005) considers that 

learning language competences directly impact migrants’ cultural integration.  

 

Accessing Institutions  

As participants engage with staff, volunteers, and beneficiaries, their opportunities 

expand significantly. One participant described how through a mentoring session she 

was offered the opportunity to enrol in barista training, it was through that training that 

she got her current job (Participant 1, 2024). While it was common to hear that 

participants did not initially seek CBOs to support them in terms of employment, 

healthcare, formal education or housing benefits, they unexpectedly found that many 

of the connections made there benefited them with information or opportunities related 

to these aspects. Participants stated that they valued both staff guidance and 

participant-to-participant knowledge sharing. While staff had a very concise 

knowledge of what could be helpful, other participants had firsthand experience of how 

they had personally been through processes and could give more personal advice.  

These results align with the concept of structural integration, described in previous 

literature. According to scholars, structural integration provides “access to positions 

and memberships statuses in the core institutions”, such as adequate employment 

opportunities, healthcare facilities, and educational institutions (Heckmann, 2005, 

p.15; Spencer and Charsley, 2016). Generally, scholars argue that migrants who 

secure employment or education beforehand have a smoother integration process 

(Tuominen et al., 2023; Rüdel and Steinmann, 2024). The findings of the current study 
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align with this perspective, as there was one participant who had arrived with secured 

employment, and she confirmed the ease of integrating into a new country (Participant 

6, 2024). For the other participants their responses are in line with Steven’s (2016, 

p.57) research, who found that as refugees made initial connections, they did not 

initially use those connections as a form to secure employment, as they were 

achieving a different purpose, such as accompaniment. 

Furthermore, several participants indicated that through the connections made in 

CBOs, they were introduced to a variety of institutions or establishments which 

enriched their cultural and recreational resources, including museums, national parks, 

and volunteering opportunities. Based on participants’ responses, while this was 

valuable information, they mainly used these places to strengthen their current ties, 

not necessarily as a strategy to feel an active member of the community. While 

scholars argue that civic participation is a key aspect of being fully integrated 

(Heckmann, 2005), participants did not perceive it as such.  In terms of volunteering, 

which is also related to civic integration, data suggests that being a volunteer was a 

desire that many had as a gratefulness sign to The Centre, not necessarily towards 

others institutions. Lessard-Phillips, Fajth and Fernandez-Reino (2020) note that it 

often takes time for individuals to feel part, and it may be that participants were not 

seeing it yet as an act of integrating into the wider community. Furthermore, these 

findings contradict Marwell’s (2004) argument, which states that CBOs can be 

essential providers of aspects related to electoral activities. Even though few 

participants expressed an increase in their awareness of democratic processes or 

political parties, data does not indicate that the connections made in CBOs influenced 

their political integration. This suggests that participants did not prioritise gaining new 
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information concerning civic or political aspects (Heath and Schneider, 2021), as the 

results indicate a greater contribution towards other dimensions of integration.  

This section analysed how the diverse types of connections that were constructed in 

CBOs have a direct influence on certain aspects of migrants’ integration. Despite the 

absence of specific policies or interventions targeted to help migrants’ integration 

(Charsley and Spencer, 2019), it remains crucial for diverse entities to join efforts and 

support migrants in various areas (Webster, Dunne, and Hunter, 2021). While previous 

research has acknowledged that being involved in organisations can help people 

connect with others and learn about cultures (Primecz et al., 2023), this particular 

research has recognised the wide range of benefits that the connections built in CBOs 

have in relation to the integration process. The results indicate that CBOs, in this case, 

The Centre, contribute mainly across four key dimensions of integration. First, as 

CBOs may foster a sense of belonging and confidence, there can be a direct impact 

on individuals’ identity formation within their new country. Second, as social 

networking expands, and participants build strong and weak ties, within The Centre, 

and in their community, they are progressing in their social integration. Third, fostering 

a rich cultural exchange within a CBO allows participants to not only learn about the 

norms and attitudes of their host country, but also about the diverse cultures that are 

present and their own. Finally, while less prominent, certain connections made in 

CBOs can provide significant opportunities that allow participants to access certain 

positions which improve their social or economic status, which reflect a form of 

structural integration.  
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Conclusion 

This research has highlighted the role that CBOs have in fostering social connections 

for migrants, and how these connections contribute significantly to their integration. 

Individuals are social beings who establish constant connections with others, from 

brief interactions to enduring relationships. By examining the diverse factors within 

CBOs, this study identified how these organisations foster a variety of social 

connections that are indispensable for life. These interpersonal connections are 

essential for acquiring new knowledge, receiving emotional support, and accessing 

valuable opportunities. This research indicates that engaging in a variety of 

connections can significantly enhance migrants’ integration into new countries. While 

integration is something that host countries commonly seek, there is no official guide 

on what successful integration would look like, nor which aspects should be prioritised.  

Throughout this research, it was found that migrants employ diverse strategies to form 

social connections upon arrival. While individual backgrounds influenced their specific 

approaches, three strategies were consistently observed. Many participants relied on 

preestablished contacts, in the case that they had them. Others observed and 

interacted with the environment to find people who resembled certain familiarity and 

could provide support. For many, engaging in the community and accessing 

neighbourhoods, colleges, religious institutions, or organisations, proved effective in 

building networks. Through these approaches, migrants successfully established 

social ties. Surprisingly, even though all participants attended CBOs, this was not the 

most common initial approach for building ties. Nevertheless, the findings suggest that 

once migrants accessed CBOs, they significantly expanded their connections.  
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While connections can be found in many places, CBOs were found to be places that 

understand the needs of a community and bring people with shared experiences 

together. A key factor that was found that promotes the creation of connections in 

CBOs acknowledging that through both similarities and differences, people connect. 

Another factor that was found to foster connections in CBOs was the range of services 

that are offered. Interestingly, whilst it was not initially sought to find that in the 

research, it was found that depending on the services there can be certain types of 

connections that are fostered more than others, while some foster more close-ties, 

others are more an interchange of information and resources, and others provide 

access to individuals with certain expertise in a specific area.   

Overall, having a welcoming and inclusive place allows migrants to feel safe and 

valued, and CBOs have proved to provide them with the right tools to thrive. It was 

found that the connections foster a sense of belonging to the community and the 

country, reducing feelings of isolation and increasing their confidence. Participants 

demonstrated an increase in their level of socialisation and expanded their social 

networks. It was also found to be significantly important to connect and share 

background and cultures with others, this rich cultural exchange allowed participants 

to learn about norms and attitudes in other cultures as well as the host country. 

Additionally, findings suggest that while it was not a primary focus, many participants 

obtained opportunities related to employment, education or resources within CBOs. 

While the types of connections formed within CBOs vary, it was found that bonding, 

bridging, and linking social connections are all possible. These connections lead 

migrants to make meaningful progress in certain dimensions of integration, primarily 
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in aspects of social, cultural, and identity integration, followed by certain influences in 

structural integration.   

While this dissertation has successfully identified the role of CBOs in enabling social 

connections for migrants and how these connections contribute to the integration 

process of migrants that are in Brixton, U.K., it focused on a single organisation, 

limiting the possibility of generalising the findings. Given the diversity of CBOs in terms 

of focus and service offerings, further research is recommended. Particularly, 

expanding the sample size to include a broader range of CBOs and participants would 

enable a more comprehensive analysis of how different organisations’ focuses and 

service offerings influence the types of connections and their impact on migrant 

integration. Additionally, this particular research did not delve into the fact that it is a 

women-only organisation, nor did it specifically explore how factors such as gender, 

age, or ethnicity might produce different results when compared to organisations with 

different demographics.  

Although further research is recommended, the findings provide valuable insights for 

CBOs and organisations alike. By promoting an adequate environment that fosters 

connections through services and daily interactions, participants can make significant 

progress towards meeting their needs. While some individuals may require building 

meaningful connections, others may require more practical information. Therefore, by 

understanding the needs of participants, and understanding the correlation between 

building social connections and contributing to migrant integration, organisations can 

optimise their programs and recommend specific services which may be adequate for 

any individual’s needs, leading to a true contribution to their integration in the U.K.   
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