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Abstract
Personal networks can be both enabling and constraining in inclusion practices. This study focuses on the contribution
of a particular neighborhood initiative for refugees in Amsterdam. Earlier studies have shown that in the specific context
of the Netherlands’ welfare state, institutional or citizen initiatives can constrain the actual inclusion of refugees. These
studies argue that good intentions do not necessarily lead to inclusion because hierarchal relations reproduce subtle exclu‐
sionary structures that limit refugees’ inclusion as equals. Yet, building social contacts with locals is essential for inclusion.
This article shows the simultaneous presence of inclusion and exclusion by engaging with narratives from Syrian refugees
participating in a six‐month housing project initiated in an Amsterdam neighborhood. Residents and volunteers shared
responsibilities for organizing daily life in the project. The result was an unexpected combination of Granovetter’s weak
and strong ties, what we call “hybrid ties,” that were embedded within neighborhood dynamics and networks. Despite
occasional clashes in expectations, this community‐based housing project enabled specific forms of personal relationships
(through hybrid ties) that were essential in refugee participants’ later inclusion in the Netherlands.
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1. Introduction

The so‐called refugee crisis that began in 2015 created
a new impetus for studying possibilities and challenges
regarding long‐term inclusion in the countries of settle‐
ment. Several researchers referred to the years after
2015 as an exceptional period in which many societal
actors engaged with (bottom‐up) initiatives (Boersma
et al., 2019; Feischmidt et al., 2019; Vandevoordt &
Verschraegen, 2019) and experimented with innovative
approaches to refugees’ integration and societal partic‐
ipation. In the Netherlands, bottom‐up citizen engage‐
ment led to many different initiatives aiming to pro‐
vide refugees access to resources, information, Dutch
language learning, and opportunities to expand their
social networks through both online and physical spaces

for encountering locals (Rast & Ghorashi, 2018; Smets
et al., 2017).

Municipalities and local communities have invested
together in novel approaches to inclusion by experiment‐
ing with different forms of housing in which refugees
live with Dutch people in the same space or area. These
co‐housing projects have been studied as efforts to aid
integration by intensifying interpersonal ties between
refugees and locals through daily life activities (Kim &
Smets, 2020; Oliver et al., 2020). It will also be important
to studywhat long‐term impacts this new societal energy
and political willingness has on refugees’ actual inclusion
in Dutch society.

Our contribution focuses on one such housing
project, Hoost, and aims to answer the question of
how the daily interactions and connections within the

Social Inclusion, 2021, Volume 9, Issue 4, Pages 222–231 222

https://www.cogitatiopress.com
https://www.cogitatiopress.com/socialinclusion
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v9i4.4509


initiative contributed to the inclusion of refugees in the
Netherlands. The first author participated in this hous‐
ing project six months after arriving in Amsterdam as a
refugee from Syria. The authors are all part of a research
group created by author 2, a scholar with a refugee back‐
ground who has decades of experience studying the life
trajectory of refugees. The author 3 is a researcher with
a European migrant background.

During academic discussions on the types of interper‐
sonal ties that offer distinct opportunities and resources,
we became puzzled by disconnections between the the‐
ory and the personal experience of the first author. For
example, idealized pictures of warm relations promoted
by initiatives aimed at helping refugees did not match
the development of relations that were merely instru‐
mental, short lived, and colored by hierarchical imbal‐
ances. Existing research about housing projects paid lit‐
tle attention to personal ties among refugees themselves
or to the competition for connections, information, and
resources. The binary distinctions between intergroup
ties providing a safe network of belonging and home
and intragroup ties providing resources and connections
bypassed the complexity of personal relations that in
real life appeared meaningful in different ways at differ‐
ent times. We disentangled this complexity by engaging
with participants’ differentiated and multilayered experi‐
ences in the cohabiting project Hoost and reconsidered
the role that personal networks have played in their pro‐
cesses of social inclusion.

Thus, in this article we engage with the narra‐
tives of newly arrived refugees who, along with the
first author, were co‐residents in Hoost. Our empirical
focus is on the experiences of these refugees from the
time they entered the Netherlands through their expe‐
riences as temporary residents of Hoost and afterward.
Before describing our research process and findings, we
first introduce the established theoretical distinctions
between the types of interpersonal ties and present pre‐
vious research on housing projects.

2. Weak and Strong Ties and the Promise of Housing
Projects

Beginning in 2015, co‐housing projects in the
Netherlands aimed to provide favorable environments
for the coexistence of refugees and local communities.
However, the promise of improving refugees’ inclusion
through interactions with their neighbors and fellow
refugees has been only partially successful. For instance,
in Utrecht’s Plan Einstein, asylum seekers worked and
lived with young Dutch tenants. This arrangement pro‐
vided access to information about study and work and
helped refugees better understand the daily challenges
they encountered (Oliver et al., 2020). However, the
researchers also argue that conflicting objectives at the
national and local level about asylum seeker reception
jeopardized equal relations and constrained possibilities
of friendships between refugees and Dutch tenants. Kim

and Smets (2020) describe an example of a co‐housing
project aimed at facilitating social connections between
groups (young refugees and Dutch students) who were
at different stages in their lives and had different posi‐
tions in terms of advantage, disadvantage, and social
status. These types of intragroup ties have been stud‐
ied often and are considered to enhance refugees’ abil‐
ities to navigate society and access different types of
resources. In this case, however, the authors argue that
the project did not necessarily support refugees’ inte‐
gration (i.e., helping refugees acquire the relevant net‐
works). Though the project increased the experience
of home for refugees through connection with other
refugees with the same background, it did not necessar‐
ily help refugees acquire the relevant networks to get
ahead in the Netherlands.

Granovetter’s (1973) conceptualization of “the
strength of weak ties” has been used extensively to ana‐
lyze themeaning of inter and intragroup relationships for
social support and mobility. Granovetter showed that
the strength of weak ties is due to the distribution of
influence and information in relation to mobility oppor‐
tunities. In his definition, a tie’s strength is a combina‐
tion of the amount of time spent together, the emo‐
tional intensity, the intimacy (mutual confiding), and the
reciprocal services at play (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1361).
Accordingly, weak ties are connections among individu‐
als or groups who meet casually and most probably do
not belong to the same homogeneous group or ethnicity.
Therefore, weak ties refer to connections beyond fami‐
lies, relatives, or friends. In contrast, strong ties refer
to the primary connections within a group, which are
mostly maintained by time spent together, commonal‐
ities among the members, and shared activities in the
same area of residency.

Granovetter’s notion emphasized the importance of
the mobility of knowledge and resources across groups.
This conceptualization has been used by many migration
and refugee scholars who argue that for these groups,
which have limited intragroup resources in the coun‐
try of residence, having weak ties is especially impor‐
tant because it facilitates a diverse inflow of information
and influence, and enables the group to access a vari‐
ety of indirect connections via different social networks.
Such connections increase their chances of encounter‐
ing various opportunities, thereby facilitating their social
mobility and job opportunities. Wells (2011), for exam‐
ple, describes the effectiveness of weak ties for young
refugees. These refugees’ connections with volunteers
in the UK Refugee Council or in language schools con‐
nect them to a range of material and cultural resources
and give them access to different institutions. In their
study on refugee women in Canada, Rose et al. (1998)
investigated the importance of both strong and weak
ties in different spaces such as churches, workplaces, lan‐
guage schools, and community organizations. They con‐
cluded that the women got access to relevant social net‐
works through frontline organizations such as schools or
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churches. Weak ties developed at those sites provided
gateways to resources and opportunities. But weak ties
also appeared to be important in building new strong ties
when they transformed into friendships. Finally, Greene
(2019) described how a mixture of strong and weak ties
provides the best support for migrants’ integration. She
showed how, at first, newly resettled refugees in the
United States needed emotional support, which they
found within their strong ties with friends and family
members who were already there. However, these ties
were too limited regarding resources and diversity to pro‐
vide opportunities in the new society. The solution was
the development of weak ties with cultural brokers, such
as former refugees who acted as facilitators and intro‐
duced the refugees to broader resources, information,
and opportunities.

Granovetter’s distinction in these studies echoes the
distinction between bridging and bonding social net‐
works made popular by Robert Putnam’s theory of social
capital, which sees connections with friends, family, and
other members of one’s own social group as essential
for providing material and emotional support and safety
(bonding social capital), while connections with peo‐
ple with divergent backgrounds and interests and from
different social groups are important for overcoming
intragroup limitations and accessing new resources and
opportunities. For example, Lancee (2010) investigated
the economic integration of migrants in the Netherlands
and how they use bonding and bridging social capital
to achieve more benefits in the work environment. Only
structural bridging social capital increased the likelihood
of employment.

What has been less present in these studies on inter‐
personal ties and relationships andwhatwe aim to tackle
is the power dimension. In our study, it is particularly
important to consider hierarchical relations involving lay‐
ers of dependency and implicit expectations between
refugees and locals. Hansen (2004) argues that even ask‐
ing refugees if they want to be helped is a manifes‐
tation of privilege by the one who asks the question.
This question puts refugees in a disadvantaged position,
which sometimes leaves them in the uncomfortable sit‐
uation of not being able to refuse help. The disjunc‐
ture between what people feel they need and what they
think they can acceptably ask for reveals what Hansen
(2004) calls the “asking rules” of reciprocity. Providing
help andmaterial support entails ingrained power issues
and hidden expectations that rule gift giving (Komter,
1996), such as expectations that refugees show gratitude
(Ghorashi, 2014). Earlier studies have shown that these
power dynamics are quite subtle and thus normalized in
the context of a welfare state such as the Netherlands
(Ponzoni et al., 2017; Rast & Ghorashi, 2018). In addi‐
tion, exclusionary practices could go hand in hand with
inclusionary intentions, what is referred to as the “dou‐
bleness of inclusion and exclusion” (Eijberts & Ghorashi,
2017). In the case of recently arrived refugees, their lack
of knowledge about the new context could strengthen

the idea that an act of charity toward them is neces‐
sary because they are people who need help, which rein‐
forces the hierarchical relationship between the giver
and the receiver of help (Ghorashi, 2005, 2014). It is
thus important to consider the hierarchical dimensions
of ties emerging in encounters between refugees need‐
ing support and non‐refugees engaging in civic initiatives.
It is also important to focus on the relations that emerge
among refugees themselveswithin those projects, which
might create competition for connections, information,
and resources and reinforce hierarchical layers in the
relationships between people at different levels of dis‐
advantage (Del Real, 2019).

3. Methodology

For this qualitative research, we used biographical narra‐
tive methodology for in‐depth conversations (conducted
March–September 2020) with a selected number of
Hoost residents. Hoost residents (30 in total) consisted
of three married couples, five kids, two women, and
17 men. This distribution was reflected in the selected
research participants: nine men and one woman, with
diversity in age (24–48 years old), marital status, edu‐
cation level, and home area in Syria. Initially, partici‐
pants chose the location for their interviews, but ulti‐
mately, most interviews were done through video calls
due to COVID‐19 limitations. Interviews were conducted
in Arabic, and the recordings were later translated and
transcribed into English by the first author. In addition,
we included an autobiography from the first author, who
was also a Hoost resident. His position as ex‐resident was
essential in creating the necessary trust for the in‐depth
conversations with other residents. The combination of
these narratives served as a window into the often inac‐
cessible, intense emotional experiences of newly arrived
refugees. The narratives evoke images and sensations
that can help readers gain a deeper understanding of cer‐
tain situations (see also Davis & Nencel, 2011). In addi‐
tion, emphasizing the autobiographical nature of the
first author’s narrative by using “I” creates grounds for
readers to emotionally identify with the narrator and
enables readers to situate themselves within certain
memories, both of which are crucial for understand‐
ing locations, interactions, and processes in a more pro‐
found manner (Haynes, 2006; Keyworth, 2001; Walker,
2017). Furthermore, the first author’s personal experi‐
ence functioned as a continual source of reflection and
discussion. To analyze the narratives, we adapted “dia‐
logical listening” (Van Laer & Janssens, 2014) by moving
back and forth between the narratives and the multiple
sources of knowledge that came from our specific posi‐
tionings. Our different positionings as authors (a former
refugee, aWesternmigrant, and a newly arrived refugee)
created various levels of personal, societal, and academic
knowledge that added an extra angle to “dialogical lis‐
tening.” The narratives revealed what was important to
the narrators about their lives, the people and places
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they identified with, and the meanings they attached
to them (Kohler‐Riessman, 2008). Many scholars have
shown the importance of such methods for marginal‐
ized groups, such as women (Anderson & Jack, 1991;
Ardener, 1975) and refugees (Ghorashi, 2008). Due to the
first author’s dual position as researcher and ex‐resident,
close‐reading of the narratives and distinguishing the
dominant patterns with the co‐authors was essential.
The balance between distance and attachmentwas a reg‐
ular point of reflection.

To provide a broader context to the narratives, we
next present an autobiographical reflection on the first
author’s initial encounters with refugee reception in
the Netherlands.

4. Arriving in the Netherlands

When I first arrived at Amsterdam’s central train sta‐
tion in September 2015, I congratulated myself that
I had arrived and my mission was accomplished. I was
finally here and not in a war zone. Now I would have
a new, good life. I had heard many stories about differ‐
ent countries along the way, but for me, the choice of
the Netherlands was clear. I did not know many peo‐
ple there, but I could speak English, which made the
Netherlands favorable (many people told me that know‐
ing English might not be helpful in some countries, such
as Germany). The first place I was taken was a sports hall
in East Amsterdam, where I metmost of the people inter‐
viewed for this research.

Our first week there, we were overwhelmed by the
warm welcome from the neighborhood and the num‐
ber of volunteers who came daily. It created a nice con‐
nection between us and the Dutch volunteers. However,
this warm welcome ended when we were moved to
Havenstraat in Amsterdam South (for more see Rast
et al., 2020). Havenstraat was an abandoned old prison
with high fences and narrow corridors. This transfer was
like having a bucket of cold water dumped on your head:
a feeling shared by all of us from the sports hall. There
was a great contrast between the warmth of our initial
welcomeand the coldness of that prison. Luckily, someof
us had kept in touch with some of the Dutch volunteers
from the sports hall, and I made some Syrian friends as
well. These connections added warmth and a sense of
security and support within the old prison. Though I did
not have high expectations for them at the time, these
connections later became quite valuable.

We were soon transferred again to another emer‐
gency shelter located in Heumensoord, a forest out‐
side Nijmegen (eastern Netherlands). We were confused
aboutwhatwas happening because therewas absolutely
no communication from any institution. It was hard to
leave the limited network we had built in Amsterdam
and go to a city on the other side of the country. When
we arrived at Heumensoord, I remembered back to my
arrival in Amsterdam, when I had thought my mission
was accomplished. How wrong I was.

5. Heumensoord

Heumensoordwas one of themost discussed emergency
shelters in the Netherlands because of its exceptionally
bad (some said inhuman) conditions (Van derWal, 2016).
The shelter, which was managed by COA (Agency for the
Reception of Asylum Seekers; a governmental organiza‐
tion tasked with arranging shelter for asylum seekers in
the Netherlands), was designed to house 3,000 refugees.
Big tents were divided into eight pavilions. Each pavilion
had 12 rooms, each with eight beds. Nobody knew how
long they would be staying there. Asylum seekers had to
adapt to the new situation, the isolated location, and the
bad conditions:

I expected the Netherlands would be easier than it
was or better than it was. Once, when they put us
in that very huge camp in Nijmegen—so many peo‐
ple. There was no hygiene, no healthy situation, a
very large number of people. Everythingwas bad. (RA,
36 years old Syrian man, married, low education)

Another respondent, AA, is a pharmacist and father from
Syria. I met him in the Amsterdam sports hall, where
we helped other refugees with translations because we
were two of the few people who spoke English:

When we arrived in Nijmegen, at first I thought it was
a joke. It’s a joke or prank somebody is playing on you.
And you think like, oh, things will get better. On that
day, the COA lady came and she was like a police offi‐
cer. She said you have to behave and you have to,
yeah, to act in a certainway….I realized that this is the
place I’m in, and I will stay here for a long time, and
it’s a bad situation. I have to find a way to live with it.
But then I started to feel, I will not call it depression,
because I compared it with the war in Syria, I realized
it wasmuch better than living in war. (AA, 36‐year‐old
Syrian man, married, high education)

Heumensoord residents ended up spending nearly six
months in an emergency shelter situation without any
knowledge of when they could start their asylum proce‐
dures (see also Smets et al., 2017). This ambivalent situa‐
tion contributed to their increasing vulnerability. To sur‐
vive the living conditions in Heumensoord, asylum seek‐
ers looked to the volunteers who came to the camp
to help them. More than 2000 volunteers registered to
get connected and help refugees in various ways, for
instance, by inviting them for coffee or to play sports
outside the camp and helping them learn the language
(Smets et al., 2017). A form of convergence took place
between helpers, the volunteers, and those who needed
help, the refugees. MS, a 27‐year‐old Syrian man who
came to the Netherlands with his wife, said the relation‐
ships back then were not the type of connection he was
hoping for:

Social Inclusion, 2021, Volume 9, Issue 4, Pages 222–231 225

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


The big step was when wemoved to Nijmegen, when
we stayed in the AZC [asylum seeker center] there.
We realized that we were going to stay for months,
so we had to do something. Then we started to go
out and started meeting people just to get a sense
of social life and get a sense of, yeah, being a human
being. But that wasn’t really satisfying, or we weren’t
ready. Yeah, doesn’t really fit with your need to be
like a human being and socially connect with other
people. Because it was limited or just constrained by
the fact that you were a refugee who just arrived in
the Netherlands, who needs help, and who was vul‐
nerable for everything. And when Dutch start from
this assumption of the relationship, that’s not really
like the best base on which you can create, like, the
relationship that I wanted at that time.

Refugees expected to have equal relationships with vol‐
unteers, but such connections were usually not possible,
because any potential connection was conditioned by
the refugees’ situation as inhabitants of an emergency
shelter. However, some refugees were able to create
such relationships. OD, for example, used his long‐term
experience as an artist to present himself:

Presenting myself as educated and in particular as
an artist, that was via the online platform Yalla
Foundation Nijmegen, helped me to connect with a
Dutch painter. This painter introduced me to other
painters also. I was able to practice my talent, or my
hobby at least. Meanwhile, the other refugees were
just waiting and doing nothing. I have to mention or
recognize that, because I have a certain degree in edu‐
cation, that helps me. It gives me a different position
in different places. Being an artist is a nice idea for
them, for the Dutch; they like it and that opens doors
for you. (OD, 43‐year‐old Syrian‐Palestinianman,mar‐
ried, high education)

For OD, being helped by other artists like himself did
not feel negative because he was being helped as a
newly arrived professional and not so much as a refugee.
However, it was not possible for everyone to make that
kind of connection, either because they did not want to
or because they could not find anyone to connect with.
RA, for example, mostly stayed in his room with some of
his friends, and he clearly felt excluded because he only
spoke Arabic: “In Nijmegen, the Dutch were only com‐
municating with those who were speaking in English or
Dutch.” According to RA, mastery of at least one of those
two languages was required for relationships with the
volunteers in Nijmegen, a requirement that created dis‐
tance and deficits for those who spoke neither language.

6. Hoost: Experimenting with Connectedness

The Hoost initiative began in 2015 in Amsterdam’s
Indische neighborhood as an alternative to the much‐

criticized formal reception policy used in asylum seeker
centers run by COA (Larruina et al., 2019; Larruina &
Ghorashi, 2016; Rast et al., 2020). The local government
and a housing agency made an empty building available
as a temporary residence (February–August 2016) for
some refugees from Heumensoord. Discussions about
this initiative began in November 2015. The plan was to
provide a house for 30 refugees for six months under the
COA’s responsibility. The 30 residents were selected by
three Syrians (including the first author) and the initia‐
tor on the basis of the selectors’ previous knowledge of
them. The selectors considered age (18–23) and family
situation to find an appropriate mix of people for the
project. For those selected, this opportunity provided
much needed certainty in an uncertain period of wait‐
ing for decisions on asylum applications and for per‐
manent places to live. By the time residents moved to
Hoost in March 2016, all but two had been granted resi‐
dence permits.

AA was part of the decision group of four and was
also very active in gathering the needed furniture and
arranging the interior space:

The advantage of Hoost was that we set up every‐
thing from zero. The first time we saw it was at
night. At that first sight, we were dismayed. But then
you see the potential that it can be something liv‐
able. At the same time, you see very empty and
big—huge—empty spaces. It was difficult to recog‐
nize rooms, sowehad towork very hard. (AA, 36‐year‐
old Syrian man, married, high education)

The Hoost organizers were a team of four Dutch volun‐
teers who were not residents themselves but who spent
a lot of time in the house. Each had a different respon‐
sibility: daily life of the 30 residents; finances inside the
house; thinking about the next steps for the residents;
arranging new places for the residents to live (ideally per‐
manent houses) after the initiative ended. All residents
had to sign an agreement to meet certain obligations—
from following Dutch classes to cleaning the house and
arranging their finances with the organizers’ help.

Hoost as an experiment had different and even con‐
tradicting meanings for the residents, which will be dis‐
cussed in the next section. But the most important rea‐
son behind this experiment was formulated nicely byMS:

Hoost was kind of a social experiment to try to dis‐
cover the best way to integrate the newcomers in
Amsterdamor in theNetherlands overall. So, the idea
was that people have to move as soon as possible
from the AZC and get into the city to get into their real
lives, justmaking relationships, building networks, on
an equal basis. Many volunteers came to Hoost try‐
ing to help by bringing stuff. So basically, the furni‐
ture at Hoostwas provided by peoplewhowere really
trying to help. (MS, 27‐year‐old Syrian man, married,
high education)
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In that transformational period, all Hoost residents were
enthusiastic and optimistic about being recognized as
human beings and living in a place where they were
not reduced to numbers, as is often the case in for‐
mal institutions.

7. Safety Net(work)

Despite their enthusiasm regarding the encounter with
the volunteers, refugees were struggling with personal
issues: What do I need? What about my family in
Syria? Should I go back to school or start a business?
Intensive interactions with the communities involved
in this project led to the volunteers creating a safety
net or support system for the residents. AA provided
an example:

My family was in Syria, and Aleppo was at war. Back
then, I was thinking there is no room for exceptions.
I asked a volunteer if I could accelerate the procedure
for family reunification. This woman, this volunteer,
said: “No, but we can try. We can try as we did with
Hoost.” She talked to other people who helped with
the application. (AA, 36‐year‐old Syrianman,married,
high education)

However, the project’s setup itself revealed some compli‐
cations. Onewas the equivocality in the structure of daily
life at Hoost. For some, it was not easy to live with other
residents who shared the space and to not have com‐
plete ownership about the rules, regulations, and roles,
all of which were the domain of the organizers:

There were no clear lines, no clear roles—what we
had to do, what we didn’t have to do—let peo‐
ple organize themselves. There was disagreement,
everyone would choose the best for them, everyone
would choose to do the very least thing. And there
would be rivalry and disagreements….For me, there
was 100% no development, because I wasn’t really
focused on the follow‐up or investing in myself, I was
just waiting to get to my own home to start the life
that I wanted. (MS, 27‐year‐old Syrian man, married,
high education)

Another complication was the experience of inequality
in relationships with volunteers. MS provides insight in
this regard:

There were no equal relationships, they all were for‐
malized in a way. Okay, these are refugees, these
people need help, and we’re going to help them
because they are poor people or because they are
kind of unqualified people. They are less‐skilled peo‐
ple. So we have to help them.

Despite organizers’ and volunteers’ efforts to be atten‐
tive to the needs of refugees and their space, there were

occasions that refugees felt that their needs and their pri‐
vacy were ignored:

I remember the people or the guys who were teach‐
ing the language, they were knocking on our doors
and rooms: “Open up! Wake up! I came here to give
you a lesson.” And I’m already woken up or some‐
thing like that, I cannot speak….Privacy is just price‐
less. I enjoyed my privacy a lot when I got my own
house and lived by myself. That was exactly when
I knew what I wanted, what I wanted to do. (CA,
24‐year‐old man, single, studied high school in Syria)

During the project, the organizers devoted time to resid‐
ing in the building so they could be of help. Yet, the
assumption that residents needed help seemed to mean
that they would be willing to accept that help without
consideration of their availability. This created a some‐
what contradictory experience in comprehending the
nature of the connection: Was it is just a volunteer help‐
ing a refugee or did it have the potential to become an
equal friendship? Thus, Hoost provided a safety net(work)
for residents in a very insecure period in their lives, but
the intensity of the supportwas also disruptive, especially
when that support was embeddedwithin certain assump‐
tions that took away residents’ privacy and agency.

8. Neither Weak nor Strong

Soon after the residents moved in, the living boundaries
became elastic. Space was shared intensively during the
day with the Dutch organizers and volunteers, which led
to various connections. Hoost manifested as a magnet of
weak ties in the city, according to Granovetter’s defini‐
tion. Support for Hoost was strong, and it received rel‐
atively high media coverage in the Netherlands. It pro‐
vided space for volunteers from all over the country who
were willing to spend varying levels of intensity and time
to engage with the residents. RA provides an example:

There was one language volunteer whose name is K,
and he did me a big favor. Really. He helped me
a lot with the language. He saw me helping other
Hoost inhabitants for free with renovating and paint‐
ing. He is a very good person and he is very sensitive.
He also wants to help everybody, but especially with
me, he helped me a lot. He wanted to support and
assist me. He saw me helping people for free, so he
found a paid job in painting with a contract for me.
(RA, 36 years old Syrianman,married, low education)

This connection between RA and the volunteer grew
through the elastic living boundaries at Hoost and the
combined time and intimacy. SH offers another example:

While we were having a Dutch language lesson, one
of these teachers introduced me to her friend, who
introduced me to the architect academy. I went
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with her and made a tour there and met with the
study advisor. I had an idea about the situation, and
I started to plan for study for amaster in the academy.
I received a phone call from somebody who owns a
company, and he said he knew there was an archi‐
tect in Hoost and he would like to offer me an intern‐
ship with them. (SH, 32‐year‐old Syrianman,married,
high education)

The time spent learning the language gave SH an oppor‐
tunity to talk about himself and his competencies,
thereby converting being a language student to being a
job applicant.

These findings indicate that spending large amounts
of time with Hoost volunteers created possibilities for
residents to connect to other networks (weak ties) and
to develop a kind of closeness and intimacy (strong
ties) with the volunteers, which helped them access
new resources. However, some residents were unable
to make such connections; others felt unseen and
neglected in the provision of new resources. And, nat‐
urally, for the residents who received less attention or
had fewer interactions, the presence of volunteers had
a rather negative impact, coming close to what Del Real
(2019) refers to as toxic ties. EM even went so far as to
call it nepotism:

Because there was a lot of nepotism from volunteers
and organizers. Mainly those who spoke English got
a lot of benefits, and some guys in Hoost, we were
not treated fairly. And the Dutch tended to commu‐
nicate with people who spoke English. Some of those
who were speaking English were making us feel like
we didn’t deserve to be in Hoost because we didn’t
speak English. (EM, 34‐year‐old Syrian woman, mar‐
ried, middle education)

Sharing time and space in such an intimate manner
(a family of strangers) did not facilitate good relation‐
ships among the refugees themselves either. MS consid‐
ers that period a difficult one:

I wasn’t really happy with Hoost and I was hoping to
get out as soon as possible. I can’t say directly why,
but it just didn’t feel very good to live there. Yeah.
I think it’s mainly because I was there with my wife.
We had our own room, but still, we had to share
the bathroom with 30 to 35 people there. We had
to share the kitchen, we had to share the washing
machine and everything we had to share, except our
bed. Therewas limited privacy and… in our own room,
we could hear everything that was going on outside.
I bet everyone could hear me talking to my wife.

In sum, theHoost projectwas shown to be quite challeng‐
ing both internally and externally. The assumption that a
shared ethnic and refugee background would enable a
temporary homemaking experience proved to be unreal‐

istic. Externally, despite the amount of positive energy
from the community, the mismatch of expectations
showed the complexity involved in refugee–volunteer
relationships. The unique aspect of this project (its tem‐
poral intensity) and our access to deeper layers of the
residents’ experiences (because of the first author’s posi‐
tion) enabled us to discover an additional aspect in the
type of ties that were created—what we call “hybrid
ties.” The ties that developed between refugee residents
and engaged non‐residents (initiators, volunteers, jour‐
nalists, students, and engaged neighbors) can be seen as
hybrid in part because they show temporarymoments of
intense connectionwithout the continuity of a long‐term
meaningful relationship. They also contain aspects of
strong ties (such as friendship and intimacy)with the ben‐
efits of weak ties (enabling access to new resources).

9. Discussion and Conclusion

In this article, we engaged with narratives from Syrian
refugees who were residents of Hoost, an alternative
temporary home. We challenged the models in which
ties and networks are approached as either weak (and
presumably bridging) or strong (to create bonding), argu‐
ing that ties do not fit simple dichotomies. Indeed, our
results found hybrid ties that contained elements of both
weak and strong ties. Those hybrid ties showed that the
complex, nuanced, layered, and diverse aspects of intra‐
group and intergroup relationshipswere important ingre‐
dients in the life trajectories of the refugees participat‐
ing in our study. Many residents thought Hoost provided
a safety net(work) during a very insecure period in their
lives, especially compared to the cold reception system in
asylum centers, where relations with formal institutions
or with “distant” volunteers were sometimes dehuman‐
izing. They felt supported in practical aspects of living
in a new context and learned how to navigate different
aspects of the Dutch system.

This study also reveals and disentangles a vital layer
not included in models that theorize on ties and their
effects and value, namely: hierarchical power relations.
Our findings showed that although the residents felt
seen and approached as human beings and not reduced
solely to the category of refugees, inclusion and exclu‐
sion were simultaneously present, as this experiment
was also ingrained with certain normalized assumptions
about refugees that hampered creating equal relation‐
ships with locals. The idea of refugees as needing help
led to hierarchical forms of relationships between givers
(locals) and receivers (refugees) of help. The unbalanced
reciprocity led to paradoxical situations in which volun‐
teers were sometimes pushing boundaries in offering
their help, which some residents felt as an intrusion
on their privacy. Expecting someone to be available at
all times—and to be thankful—expresses an unequal
reciprocity in a relationship as compared to the subtle
expectations involved in gift exchanges (Hansen, 2004;
Komter, 1996).
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Also, although some residents were asked to work
with the initiators to co‐design the living conditions at
Hoost, many felt that they did not have ownership of the
choices made in what was supposed to be their house.
Because this experiment attracted many locals from the
city and many national media outlets, residents some‐
times wondered who had actual ownership of Hoost and
whether it could be considered a real home. They had
to deal with myriad strangers who could come and go
as they pleased. This forced intimacy undermined resi‐
dents’ sense of autonomy. However, getting to know vol‐
unteers on a personal level also led to advantages, as in
the case of AA, who, through a trusted relation with a
volunteer, was able to receive help in his family reunifi‐
cation process.

This living situation led to the simultaneous presence
of strong and weak ties at various levels. Initiators, for
example, had an office in the building and were partially
cohabitating with the residents in a very intensive man‐
ner. In addition, they co‐designed the living conditions
and programs for different activities, such as the Dutch
language course, together with selected residents. They
were also the gatekeepers of the project, they talked
to the media and other officials about the project, and
they organized financial support (for example, through
crowdfunding). Many others, such as volunteers who
came to help or students who were doing research on
the project, were also spending long periods of time
in the house. Indeed, locals and residents were partly
“living’’ together (sharing responsibilities for organizing
daily life within the project) yet living apart (because
locals had their own homes outside the project). This cre‐
ated a condition of living together intensively for a lim‐
ited period of time in a given day or of having intimate
conversations about each other’s lives, yet not being con‐
nected through relationships based on equality, instead
keeping distinct positions as locals and refugee residents.
This simultaneous presence of intensity with temporal‐
ity, or temporal intensity, connecting often distanced
lifeworlds (of newly arrived refugees and of local resi‐
dents) and existence of normalized power relations cre‐
ated hybrid ties. Thus, several factors contributed to the
emergence of hybridity in the ties: (a) the specific con‐
text of a large increase in societal initiatives to welcome
refugees; (b) the temporal intensity of this particular
project (living together yet apart, for a limited period of
time); and (c) the normalized (thus unquestioned) hier‐
archical relationship between volunteers and refugees.
The hybrid ties showed a combination of elements of
strong ties (coinhabiting and co‐shaping an experimen‐
tal space like Hoost and sharing intimate conversations
and friendship)with the instrumental nature ofweak ties
(providing access to information and resources).

While research on personal connections in situa‐
tions of disadvantage has focused on the idea of pro‐
tection through intragroup connections and commu‐
nity resilience (Frounfelker et al., 2020; Hanley et al.,
2018), our study questions this assumption by show‐

ing the layeredness of such situations. Participants’ nar‐
ratives show the existence of hierarchical dimensions,
be it refugees’ disadvantages in relation to locals or
their differences in privilege among themselves, that
lead to competition for resources, connections, and
information. Del Real (2019) describes such inequality‐
based relationships among undocumented migrants in
the United States immigration system as “toxic ties.”
Whereas Del Real discussed a context in which rela‐
tions amongmigrants were disrupted by resources being
completely institutionally controlled, our research sug‐
gests the importance of refugees’ own resources (such
as knowing the language or having specific types of edu‐
cation or work experience), which attracted differing
levels of attention from volunteers. The experience of
being ignored (as a few refugees narrated) when there
is so much positive energy around could have a toxic
edge even when there is no intention to exclude those
involved. In the case of Hoost, the intensity of close
contact, emotional dependency, and sharing tasks went
hand in hand with weak connections (due to the lack
of a sense of community, the temporary nature of the
stay, and the lack of intimacy), in some cases exacerbat‐
ing already existing distances.

In sum, Hoost had strong enabling aspects by provid‐
ing a safety net(work) for newly arrived refugees who
were in very uncertain situations. It also provided oppor‐
tunities to make connections with a large number of
locals, which helped participating refugees find their way
in their new society and navigate the unknown Dutch
system. These aspects not only had short‐term effects
but also enabled long‐term possibilities regarding jobs,
education, and friendships. However, despite its good
intentions, the initiative also had constraining aspects
that were present from the start. We hope this analysis
creates reflective possibilities that help citizen initiatives
enlarge their capacity to enable refugees’ inclusion.
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