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INTRODUCTION

Once asylum seekers receive international protection in Belgium, they enter an 
intense period of rapid change. They are expected to leave the reception centre 
and find housing within a maximum of two months (in principle extendable by 
only one month, except in exceptional cases), to register in the municipality, start 
their civic integration programme, enrol their children in school, open a bank ac-
count, and, more generally, find out how to access the relevant public services. 
In addition, they need to learn the language, attend social orientation courses, 
follow a counselling programme to help them find work and, in Flanders, partici-
pate in a programme that fosters their social network. For the refugee families 
themselves, the priority is often finding housing1 and starting to work on family 
reunification.2 Due to the difficulty of finding decent, affordable housing, many 
refugee families move house multiple times after their recognition, which means 
that many of these tasks need to be done all over again, as quickly as possible. 
The contrast could not be much starker between these demands and the excruci-
atingly slow process of awaiting a decision on their asylum application.

It is astonishing that refugee families ‒ which in this book we understand as 
families in which at least one person has received international protection, ei-
ther as a recognised refugee or via humanitarian protection [in Dutch: subsidi-
aire bescherming] ‒ receive very little support in these challenging periods of 
transition, just when they need it most. Public services provide little practical 
guidance in finding housing or starting family reunification. There is no integral 
case management.3 Instead, refugee families find themselves caught between 
various levels of policies and different service providers, each of which have their 
own way of working and which, at times, work towards contradictory goals. While 
some policy domains try to improve newcomers’ social participation (e.g. equal 
opportunities), others try to exclude them as long as possible from the welfare 
state (e.g. housing). The current Federal government agreement (2024-2029) has 
announced plans to extend this exclusion even further: people with humanitar-
ian protection status in particular are at risk of long-term exclusion from a wide 
range of social rights.4

In addition, refugee families encounter major discrepancies in the quality of ser-
vice and level of expertise within public service providers, between providers in 
the same area, and even more so between municipalities with varying local social 
policies. The universal support, which they should, in principle, have access to, is 
hidden in a maze in which even the country’s most privileged citizens struggle to 
find their way.
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In this book, we invite you to follow in the footsteps of refugee families, and 
enter the labyrinth of Belgian reception and integration policies. For a period of 
four years, an interdisciplinary team of researchers ‒ working under the umbrella 
of the REFUFAM consortium ‒ listened to the experiences of refugee families 
and other experts. We conducted interviews and focus groups with 98 people 
from refugee families, and with 99 social workers, local policy-makers, volunteers 
and other professionals. One of our researchers also accompanied three refugee 
families as a buddy through part of their journey. Our goal was simple: to better 
understand what it means for refugee families to live and move within the maze 
that policy-makers call ‘integration’.

In other publications, we describe in detail how this maze is the result of an inco-
herent ensemble of policies in different domains and at different levels, and why 
‘integration’ policies seem to fall short of achieving some of their major goals. In 
ten Policy Briefs, we put forward more than 100 recommendations on how poli-
cies and public services could be organised in a way that is both more efficient 
and effective.5 In this book, however, we highlight the experiences of the refugee 
families themselves. What does it mean to enter this labyrinth of Belgian poli-
cies and service providers? How do refugee families negotiate access to hous-
ing, education and work? And how does this affect their sense of well-being and 
belonging?

1.1	 ON THE WORDS WE (DO NOT) USE

In this book, we are not using ‘integration’ as our starting point. This may come as 
a surprise, as this is the most common approach, both in public and in academic 
debates, to describing the period that follows immediately after refugee families 
receive international protection. There are sound reasons behind this decision, 
and to understand what this book is really all about, it is worth delving into them.

When academics define ‘integration’, they typically think of it as a two-way pro-
cess in which both newcomers and the host society undergo a process of mu-
tual transformation.6 In practice, however, most empirical research on integration 
tends to monitor the ‘performances’ and ‘beliefs’ of specific groups of newcom-
ers – i.e. those hailing from the Global South – based on a number of formal 
indicators: employment levels, language proficiency, success in passing civic 
integration tests, educational achievements, and their cultural norms and values 
(e.g. views on the relationship between the state and religion, or on gender equal-
ity). In other words, as soon as integration is effectively used in policy-oriented 
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research, its meaning shifts from a two-way process into a unilateral one, and its 
gaze is narrowed to the actions and beliefs of only one set of people.

This shift is noteworthy because ‘integration’ originally emerged as a progres-
sive ideal that was inspired by the American model of a nation built on immigra-
tion and diversity – what Adrian Favell describes as the paradigmatic ‘integration 
nation’.7 In this context, ‘integration’ aimed to counter the policies of racialised 
‘segregation’. It symbolised a modern concept that would embrace diversity once 
and for all.

Over the past two or three decades, however, integration has come to be used 
as a synonym for the one-sided assimilation of a specific group of newcomers 
into the host society. This reflects a general trend in West-European policies, as 
they moved away from models of multiculturalism, minority rights and republi-
canism, and turned towards neoliberal and neo-communitarian ideas.8 It is the 
newcomers themselves who are almost exclusively responsible for ‘integrating’, 
and are expected to become financially self-sufficient (i.e. generate their own 
income instead of relying on social benefits) and to formally prove their cultural 
‘assimilation’ (i.e. to have internalised the norms, values and language of the host 
society).9

In this context, the word ‘integration’ has several implications. Firstly, it renders 
invisible the role that the host society plays, both in terms of its policies and 
in terms of the structural features of its labour market and educational system, 
for instance.10 As an example, in a lot of policy-oriented research, newcomers’ 
achievements on the labour market are typically compared to the benchmark of 
a supposedly homogenous population of established citizens, while the labour 
market’s flexibility and acceptance of newcomers (e.g. due to formal language 
requirements or the accreditation of foreign educational degrees) typically re-
main unexplored.

Secondly, framing the ‘problem’ as one of ‘integration’ obfuscates the question of 
who needs to integrate and why. On the one hand, there is a widespread assump-
tion that only certain groups of newcomers need to ‘integrate’. While, for instance, 
white American citizens are free from such expectations, the opposite applies to 
non-European immigrants from the Global South. On the other hand, ‘integration’ 
usually portrays host societies as homogeneous entities in which the average of 
the established population (e.g. in terms of employment levels) and the dominant 
cultural beliefs are conceived as an undisputed norm. This contrasts starkly with 
the reality of superdiversity both within and beyond the major cities.11
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Thirdly, any failure to ‘integrate’ is usually ascribed to newcomers’ lack of eco-
nomic independence, knowledge and skills. This diverts attention from the struc-
tural inequalities and systemic racism that is still at play in West-European states. 
The image that emerges is not one in which the process of ‘integration’ leads 
to a society where newcomers and long-term residents live together in relative 
harmony, but rather the opposite: it projects a society in which the newcomers 
themselves are seen as a problem that needs to be fixed. If the mere presence 
of newcomers is construed as the main problem, their efforts are bound to be 
in vain. Hence it makes perfect sense that in recent years, increasing numbers 
of children and grandchildren of immigrants have raised the question: when will 
they, if ever, be considered ‘integrated’ enough?

Criticism of the concept of ‘integration’ ‒ and the policy-oriented research con-
ducted with it ‒ has increasingly gained traction.12 In the REFUFAM project, we 
tried to take a different approach. Rather than monitoring the performances and 
beliefs of newcomers, which would then be explained through their individual 
characteristics (such as nationality, class, gender and educational level), we set 
out to examine the substantive effects policies have on the lives of refugee fami-
lies, which we then traced back to the choices that were made by local, regional 
and Federal policy-makers.

Translating such a research strategy into clear concepts is always a challenge. 
Every choice of words has its flaws and drawbacks. Yet some words may help 
us to adopt a different perspective. In this book, we chose to use ‘inclusion path-
ways’ ‒ occasionally shortened to ‘social inclusion’ or ‘inclusion’. This refers to 
the trajectories through which refugee families try to find access to decent hous-
ing, long-term work, education, well-being and social connection.

The shift is subtle but substantial: rather than measuring the performance and 
assessing the beliefs of refugee families, we examine the obstacles they encoun-
ter in their search for housing, education, work, and social connection. In contrast 
to how ‘integration’ is often perceived, there is very little that is ‘straight’ or ‘pre-
dictable’ about these pathways. The families we spoke to often described the 
time immediately after their recognition as strewn with multiple detours, inter-
ruptions and breakthroughs. Sometimes they are impeded, and sometimes they 
need to slow down and catch their breath.

As mentioned above, these inclusion pathways need to be perceived against the 
broader backdrop of policies and public services. In the REFUFAM project, we fo-
cus on gaps in policies and in support. Policy gaps are located between the objec-
tives of formal integration policies and the reality that refugee families are faced 
with in trying to find work, housing, education and access to society at large. 



Refugee families after recognition: Introduction 15

While policies, for instance, may prioritise newcomers’ financial self-sufficiency, 
the combination of factors, such as the narrow focus on quickly finding any work 
at all, given the strict language requirements in the labour market, in reality leads 
to a vicious cycle of precarious employment and unemployment.13 Policy gaps 
such as these are the main subject of our Policy Briefs.

In this book, we focus primarily on gaps in support: the lack of integral and trans-
versal guidance at crucial stages in refugee families’ integration trajectories. 
Although it is widely known, for instance, that a lack of stable housing under-
mines people’s ability to learn a new language, find work and ensure that children 
do well and feel good at school, there are hardly any policies that aim to provide 
even temporary housing to refugee families after their recognition. In this book, 
we examine the effects such a lack of transversal support have on refugee fami-
lies themselves, and how it obstructs their inclusion pathways.

Lastly, REFUFAM decided to focus on refugee families as a specific group of new-
comers. Again, this was a conscious choice. By focusing on families, we wanted 
to gain a better understanding of the specific challenges parents and children 
are facing, and how the barriers to their inclusion affect the well-being of differ-
ent family members. This also helped us to approach refugees and their family 
members from the perspective of a social role that matters to them. This con-
trasts with most policy-oriented research, which tends to measure and monitor 
the performances and beliefs of newcomers as an aggregated group level that 
is not necessarily meaningful to newcomers themselves (i.e. as members of a 
certain nationality, ethnicity, class or gender).

By focusing on refugees, we sought to identify gaps in support and policies that 
are encountered by a wider group of newcomers ‒ and, to some extent, estab-
lished citizens ‒ yet which are arguably more pronounced in the case of this 
particular group. In other words, it helps to bring to light the problems that are 
most likely experienced by broader groups as well. Together with their families, 
for instance, refugees are faced with a particularly abrupt transition as subjects 
of different governance levels (from Federal reception during their asylum ap-
plication to local and regional welfare and integration policies). In addition, refu-
gees are typically at risk of high degrees of psychosocial stress,14 which can be 
exacerbated by policies that seek to make newcomers accountable before pro-
viding them with access to basic forms of support. Furthermore, as a publicly 
contested group of newcomers ‒ usually coming from the Global South and sub-
ject to negative political framing ‒ they are more likely to face discrimination on 
ethnic and racial grounds.
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1.2	 THE STORIES WE (DO NOT) TELL

All these choices have their drawbacks. Given the criticism of ‘integration’, why 
didn’t we avoid researching this process altogether? Why didn’t we focus on how 
systemic racism continues to affect larger groups of racialised minorities? Why 
didn’t we look into the experiences of asylum seekers during their application, 
now that it has apparently become commonplace for policy-makers to leave 
men, women and children to sleep on the streets? Or why didn’t we highlight the 
stories of people who find themselves alone in Belgium, while their closest rela-
tives remain stuck in conflict zones?

These are pertinent questions. It is clear that there are so many stories that need 
to be heard. This book invites you to read those of a particular group, at a par-
ticular moment in time: refugee families who have recently received international 
protection in Belgium. In five chapters, we explore how they try to navigate the 
labyrinth of Belgian bureaucracy (Chapter 2), the barriers they encounter when 
trying to access housing (Chapter 3), the ambiguous role of language (Chapter 
4), how all of this affects their sense of well-being and belonging (Chapter 5), and 
how these gaps in policy and support render refugee families dependent on all 
kinds of informal support. Together, we hope that they shed some light onto what 
it means to weave your way into Belgian society. It is only by taking these stories 
seriously that we can begin to imagine how the reception of refugee families 
could be handled differently.
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When I came here, I knew nothing. How do I take the bus? 
I didn’t know how to pay a bill. (...) Unfortunately, we 
didn’t find enough support here. (...) Our community 
helped us out, a little, but they all have their own lives. (...)
At the OCMW/CPAS, [we communicated] with Google 
translate and telephone interpreters. That’s it. [This last-
ed] for about six months to one year. (Turkish father)
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INTRODUCTION

In the initial period after receiving international protection, refugee families are 
left without adequate support, at a time when they need it most.15 Time seems to 
pass slowly during the asylum period, but when receiving international protection 
people often feel overwhelmed and uncertain about what to do first and most 
urgently. Housing and language barriers play a crucial role in this, as will be ex-
plained in Chapter 3 and 4.

In this chapter, we explore ‘the administrative burden’ refugee families experi-
ence in accessing the bureaucratic systems of civil affairs, health and welfare 
services, social security, financial accounts, education, etc.16 This refers to the 
psychological and other burdens “that citizens experience when interacting with 
public administrations, and [which] have an impact on whether or not citizens 
can access and use these services.”17 This administrative burden is particularly 
intense during the transitional period, in between receiving international protec-
tion and their effective inclusion into Belgian society. During this period, refugee 
families have to take the administrative steps to re-embed themselves into a new 
local context and arrange essential matters within a short timeframe. However, 
this burden continues to make itself felt long afterwards in the official letters, the 
contracts, the appointments at service counters, etc.

Although scholars have long emphasised the importance of integral and accessi-
ble support for re-insertion on an administrative level,18 various refugee families re-
ported having to navigate bureaucracy on their own; of no longer seeing the forest 
for the trees in the extremely dense and complicated bureaucratic landscape they 
arrived into (2.1), or of falling through the cracks despite a tight administrative net 
(2.2). Lastly, both social professionals and families point to a structural shortage of 
resources providing adequate guidance throughout this bureaucratic maze (2.3).

2.1	 THE FOREST FOR THE TREES

 [After leaving the reception centre], a lot of other things begin: so much paper-
work, change of address, and you don’t know Dutch very well yet, but you have to 
go to the OCMW/CPAS, and to other organisations. In the beginning, volunteers 
from [organisation X] helped me, and then I went to the OCMW/CPAS to register 
for subsistence allowance, and then I got a social worker. But I didn’t get much 
help from them. It was always just referrals. “Here’s the address, go there,” but I 
didn’t know any of that – where the town hall is, where the civic integration cours-
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es are. They write it down on a piece of paper and then say: “Here it is, go.” (...) 
The contact was super difficult, but yeah, they have so many clients, and they’re 
not available by phone. You have to make an appointment, but that takes months, 
even though you urgently need help. (...) In the beginning, every letter was impor-
tant to me, even an unimportant one. I couldn’t speak the language, and then you 
stress about what it’s about. You call the social worker, and they don’t pick up. (...) 
You use Google Translate, but the letter doesn’t have clear info about whether it’s 
urgent or not. And making an appointment takes three weeks of waiting for just 
one letter. (Afghan father)

This Afghan father explains how, after the significant hurdle of finding more or 
less stable accommodation has been cleared, he experienced a lack of in-person 
support in terms of tackling a comprehensive and complete bureaucratic transi-
tion ‒ a transition that is dispersed over several services and actors.19 To pre-
pare them for this step, where tasks will be divided up between services, a social 
worker at an LOI/ILA [Local Reception Initiative] explains:

 Once people leave the LOI/ILA, my colleagues and I tell the residents: “The 
support I’m providing now will be split up. You’ll have to do a lot yourself, but 
you’ll probably also have a social worker from the OCMW/CPAS, someone from 
the Agentschap Integratie en Inburgering [Agency for Civic Integration], someone 
from VDAB [Flemish Employment Service], and maybe even a network coach.” 
(Social worker LOI/ILA)

For families who are relatively new to this kind of bureaucratic landscape, it can 
be complicated to understand who is responsible for what and what types of sup-
port they can (or cannot) access or expect.20 Furthermore, this support might be 
organised differently, depending on the municipalities in which refugee families 
arrive.21 These disparities make it challenging for families to complete the ad-
ministrative processes needed to re-embed themselves quickly, to exercise their 
rights, or to navigate the bureaucratic landscape effectively. This is also demon-
strated by an Iraqi family in Brussels:

 There was an issue with registering the children at the town hall. At the re-
ception centre, the children did not receive ID cards – only the parents did – and 
they were told that the children were listed on the parents’ residence permits. 
When they moved here and went to the town hall to confirm their address, they 
were told: “Your children are not registered; I don’t see any children with you.” So, 
this became a problem. (...) Eventually, they sought help from Caritas through 
the former guardian of their son, and they assisted them. Later, the father went 
back to the town hall, where they said the issue was resolved. However, when 
they checked in the system, there was still no link between the parents and the 
children. (...) The real issue was that the municipality’s civil affairs did not com-
municate with the parents. They didn’t explain what the problem was or what they 
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needed to do. Instead, the town hall only communicated with the reception centre, 
leaving the parents in the dark. (Interpreter for an Iraqi refugee family)

In this case, information went missing between different public institutions, and 
between the local civil affairs administration and the family. Often, part of the 
challenge is obtaining a correct assessment of what exact problem refugee fami-
lies are facing. In a context where policies have introduced language barriers to 
accessing public services, it is difficult to identify obstacles to social inclusion 
from a purely demand-driven approach, whereby refugees have to come up with 
the right questions for the correct service providers. As highlighted by the next 
interview extract from a school liaison officer, if no demands are made nor ques-
tions uttered, no support is provided.

 It’s also the case that many services operate on a demand-driven basis. If a 
service doesn’t receive a request from the client, they won’t follow up. This is one 
of the main differences with my role – I always follow up. When I visit a family, 
I ask questions like, “How was last week? You went there recently – what came 
of that?” (...) For parents that I don’t see but know their situation isn’t okay, (...) I 
automatically reach out and ask: “Hey, I just wanted to check in with you – how 
are things going? Is everything alright? Is there anything I can help with?” (School 
liaison officer for primary schools)

However, refugee families often don’t know exactly what it is that they might need 
in a specific circumstance, let alone what they are entitled to.22 Without auto-
matic entitlement to rights, the complexity of the labyrinth of bureaucracy affects 
the accessibility of various public services,23 as exemplified by this Palestinian 
mother:

 I had no one to support me [with administration] in the beginning. Sometimes 
a social worker, but they didn’t always help. Sometimes I would ask something, 
and they wouldn’t understand the point of my question. Or they would give a dif-
ferent answer. For example, regarding my children’s school allowance – I didn’t 
know about it. I didn’t know we were entitled to it. It was only after two years that I 
happened to hear about it from another woman from Palestine. When I found out, 
I wondered why we didn’t know about it and whether we were entitled to it or not. 
I went to the social worker, and (...) there was an error in our file, which is why it 
was delayed. It was resolved immediately. But if we don’t ask, if we don’t know... 
Imagine that there are other people who don’t know either. (Palestinian mother)

Our conversations with family members revealed that, in many cases, there were 
people “who don’t know either” ‒ don’t know which fundamental provisions they 
were entitled to. This was even the case when it came to basic needs such as 
food aid:
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 My brother told me you can go to the OCMW/CPAS to make the request (...). 
I tell my social worker: “Is it true there’s food aid?” She says: “Ah yes! Do you 
want it?” “Yes of course!’ (Workshop with newcomers attending the integration 
programme)

While refugee families often could not benefit from more general public services 
because they were not aware that they existed or how they worked, they strug-
gled even more to find specialist service providers:

 Last year our daughter’s medical specialist asked us: “Do you receive extra 
child support for your daughter?” Because he explained to us that we are entitled 
to extra financial support. (...) He helped us, otherwise we would have never re-
ceived the information. (...) He found all the information, sent a letter to Brussels 
and to our general practitioner to complete. (...) We waited for almost a year. 
Recently we got the news, she’s entitled to receive additional financial support. 
Besides the specialist, no one else told us about it. (Palestinian mother)

For refugee families, assimilating themselves on an administrative level is a pro-
cess that is strewn with ‘wicked issues’24 across various service areas and policy 
domains, and it is often complicated for both refugee families and the social pro-
fessionals supporting them to see the forest for the trees. Irrespective of the rise 
in inter-organisational networks, such as the local networks25 in the context of 
labour market activation which seem to be a promising practice, it often remains 
difficult for all street-level actors and their clients to know what exactly the prob-
lem is and which service they can turn to for what kind of support. Furthermore, 
it often requires a basic knowledge of migration or private international law, as 
well as skills in sharing this information effectively while also dealing with lan-
guage barriers.26 A lack of such knowledge or skills might greatly impact refu-
gee families’ ability to take the administrative steps for inclusion into society, as 
highlighted by the next account from a staff member of a non-profit organisation:

 It is true that legislation changes very quickly and services need to adapt 
quickly, but a lot of mistakes are made [for instance, at the counters of local 
authorities]. And these often have very serious consequences for refugees. For 
example, with nationality applications, there are cases where staff have said doc-
uments are missing that ultimately aren’t necessary, but in the meantime, people 
have to wait, and they could lose their right to stay in Belgium. These mistakes 
cause people a great deal of stress. (...) There is also no neutral legal service. (...) 
The Agentschap voor Integratie [Agency for Civic Integration] has also reduced 
its legal services, and those are actually more for professionals than for citizens. 
(Staff member of a non-profit organisation that supports refugees on the labour 
market)



The labyrinth of Belgian bureaucracy 25

These are but a few of the many examples of how a lack of specific knowledge 
– or adequate support therein – limits refugee families’ ability to access and 
exercise their rights. This leads to what researchers describe as the ‘non-take up 
of their social rights’: “the phenomenon that persons or households do not (fully) 
make use of benefits and services they are entitled to”.27 However, rather than 
attributing non-take up to individual responsibility, our research reconfirms the 
importance of unravelling the mechanisms that impede the exercise of people’s 
rights and create barriers for specific groups.28 We found that the structural prob-
lems of bureaucratic complexity, as well as overburdened, under-resourced and/
or understaffed social work in many (sub)urban contexts, impacted by political 
sensitivities, undermines the transversal case management that is necessary to 
guide refugee families through the bureaucratic maze.

2.2	 TIME AND SPACE FOR SUPPORT

 What I notice is that all these social services are understaffed and primarily 
focused on administrative tasks, leaving little room for actual support. “We’ve ar-
ranged the financial assistance and enrolled you in a work programme,” and that’s 
where it seems to stop, at least from what I’ve observed. I also think this often 
leads to frustration among social workers, as they’ve told me: “There’s simply no 
capacity left to properly guide people. And newcomers really need that kind of 
support.” (Volunteer from a non-profit organisation)

Time has become a very scarce resource for social workers, with social work 
now constituting a ‘bottleneck profession’.29 There is a very high staff turnover 
due to stringent working conditions, a heavy administrative workload, an over-
whelming number of cases, and what is sometimes experienced as political pres-
sure in municipal institutes, such as OCMW/CPAS, where long-term employees 
risk suffering from burn-out.30 This undermines social workers’ ability to devote 
the necessary time and resources to integral, transversal support.

 People often think, “Oh, this is what I can [ask the social worker from the 
OCMW/CPAS]”, but that’s simply because they don’t understand the [system]. I 
believe it’s an important task to check things like: are they registered, have they 
applied for rental subsidies, are they eligible for a settlement allowance? All those 
things. Exploring these rights is really important, especially with newcomers. (...) 
I think there’s often a language barrier, so interpreters are frequently needed, but 
scheduling an interpreter can take four weeks, which means you’ve already lost a 
month. Plus, requesting an interpreter is not so easy and politically kind of sensi-
tive. Because, actually, we are meant to speak Dutch with our clients inside an 
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OCMW/CPAS, that is kind of monitored. (...) Whereas where I work, we have less 
political pressure, it’s a different context (...) On top of that, (...) social workers 
have to handle a lot of administration, leaving them with less time to really guide 
and support clients. (...) They are sad about it themselves, they find it a pity. I also 
believe that working with newcomers requires a specific skill set – it’s often a very 
different way of working, explaining things really slowly, with Google Translate, 
(...) it takes a lot of time. And you have to be willing and able to provide so much 
time; you have to have permission for it from higher up and I think that is some-
times lacking. (School liaison officer)

In these circumstances, persistence, resistance and creativity are often required 
on the part of both refugee families and social professionals, to navigate their 
way through this and to ‘bricolage’31 the kind of support and service they feel is 
needed in a given situation. An example of this is demonstrated in the following 
extract:

 Anyone can come with any kind of question [to our open contact sessions]. 
This ranges from applying for childcare to filling out RVA (Federal Social Security 
Service) paperwork or even questions like, “I want to buy a house but don’t know 
how it works.” So, it’s essentially a broad access service. I determine whether I 
can handle the issue myself or need to find a partner with more expertise. (...) But 
this wasn’t the original intention. The main goal of [our organisation] is to combat 
poverty. This includes helping people register with social rental offices and ensur-
ing they are in compliance with the RVA and mutual health insurance. It’s great 
that I have the space to address those needs too. (...) I’m lucky to have worked in 
social services before, so I have a lot of knowledge about social law and similar 
areas. That’s often a strength, especially with newcomers. It’s also a process of 
figuring things out together. None of it is automatic for me either, so we look for 
solutions together. (...) But if people here knew, I’d definitely get in trouble. My 
boss is very open about it, but if it became a political issue, there would be criti-
cism. [Because] I think people are very afraid of creating a ‘pull factor’. But I don’t 
believe [that] you can just leave people to figure things out on their own when 
they’re new here, don’t know the language; they need someone to stand by them. 
Without that support, you can’t effectively work towards inclusion. If you tell peo-
ple, “Here’s a card, go see this doctor.” they won’t feel at home. People who feel at 
home become bridges for others in their community. I see this often with clients 
who came to me first – they now help others and support their journeys. That’s 
how it should be. Saying, “Figure it out yourself,” and then accusing people of not 
integrating makes no sense. The real question is, “Have people been given the 
chance to integrate?” That’s often tied to the political party in power and how they 
view newcomers. (Employee of a social organisation)

To overcome the many obstacles refugee families face, social workers need to 
have sufficient time, resources, experience, and empathy to provide adequate 
support.32 This is essential not only for delivering accessible services, but also 
for understanding what is at stake and what kind of support is needed by whom.
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In these difficult circumstances, administrative support from institutionalised so-
cial work is sometimes transferred to digital platforms. Tools such as WhatsApp 
provide significant advantages in terms of reachability,33 allowing people to share 
pictures, translate text messages, or exchange voice messages to facilitate 
prompt assistance with day-to-day administrative letters, but without the con-
stant need for individual appointments.

 Sometimes we have contact with our social assistant, every three or four 
months, we get an appointment. But if something comes up, we call each other. 
We communicate through WhatsApp as well. (...) If there is an issue, WhatsApp 
is convenient. We just send a message. (Formerly unaccompanied minor from 
Afghanistan)

However, the use of WhatsApp cannot entirely replace physical appointments, 
especially in the case of language barriers or where complex procedures and 
concepts need to be carried out or explained, as highlighted in these accounts:

 We had a day, once a week, where we could go to the OCMW/CPAS, ask any-
thing, and discuss everything. And if we have questions, we’d send an email or a 
WhatsApp message. (Palestinian refugee family)

 I’m very happy about my social assistant with the OCMW/CPAS. She’s always 
reachable via mobile phone. (...) I send pictures of letters and she sends a voice 
note to me about what to do or something. And if she thinks it’s necessary to 
meet, she immediately schedules an appointment. But I cannot go there directly 
at any time and ask whether I can talk to her.

Interviewer: Would you still prefer that?

Yeah, but it’s okay. Because I ask her on WhatsApp (...) and if many issues come 
together and we cannot solve them by telephone, I meet her. (Palestinian mother)

While some social workers are pleased with this option, others find it difficult 
to manage yet another digital channel in already overburdened circumstances. 
Furthermore, a lot of refugee families do not have this digital helpline connecting 
them to a social worker. In those instances, social workers can either help refu-
gees with their inclusion at their own discretion ‒ on top of their official work ‒ or 
this is support provided by third actors whose job description is less delineated 
or administrative. Both solutions are demonstrated in the account of this unac-
companied minor who told us about the support she received from her former 
guardian even after her parents arrived, and from her assistant for supported 
living even when she moved elsewhere:
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 I received support from X, who is an independent assistant for supported 
living, but I don’t remember the name of the organisation. She found a studio 
apartment for me when I was 17. (...) [Previously] I learned a lot in the [asylum] 
centre, but I also learned a lot outside of it. In the centre, I didn’t have to pay rent, 
water, electricity, or anything. But outside, you have to pay for everything yourself. 
You have to make your own doctor’s appointments. In the centre, you say, “I need 
this,” and they guide and assist you. Outside, you’re on your own. I was lucky to 
find her [the assistant for supported living]. I met with her last week, she’s such a 
kind lady. She still helps me to this day [even though the interviewee is no longer 
formally her client]. (...) Furthermore, I can also always ask Y [former guardian] 
for help, even though she’s no longer my guardian. She’s just a friend now. While 
the OCMW/CPAS is there, they only handle paperwork and nothing more; I have to 
take care of everything else myself. When I don’t know how to handle something, 
I ask X or Y for advice. For example, if I receive a confusing letter, I’ll ask, “Look, I 
got this, what do I do with it? How do I handle this?” Sometimes I still get letters 
that are hard to understand, but I can send photos of them to Y via WhatsApp and 
ask for help. (...) I [ask via WhatsApp], “Look, I’ve received this, can you help me?” 
(Formerly unaccompanied minor)

In other cases, volunteers or families’ own networks step in to provide the prompt 
assistance that helps families to navigate their way through the administrative 
burden:

 I can understand Dutch now, but two years ago, I couldn’t. When I received 
letters, I would go to [volunteer X]. She always helps everyone with their letters. 
[When people come with things like]: “We don’t understand this” or “We have to 
pay this, but how do we do it?” [Volunteer X] is always kind and helps us. She’s 
faster than the OCMW/CPAS. With the OCMW/CPAS, if you want an appointment, 
you have to wait at least a week–just to make the appointment. The response is 
always a bit slow. (...) There are many documents and many questions, but the 
process is slow. (Palestinian mother)

As we also indicate in Chapter 6, this kind of informal assistance fills in the struc-
tural gaps in support. However, this offer is not available everywhere, and if it is 
available, not everyone can access it. Therefore, it comes as no surprise that, in 
periods of transition, some families fall through the cracks of the social system.
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2.3	 THROUGH THE CRACKS

 Two months after we got here [as a family, applying for asylum but living in 
a rental apartment and husband at work], my daughter went to school. But [reg-
istering her] was really difficult. I googled ‘school’ and I just walked with my two-
year-old daughter by the hand to the schools in the vicinity. We walked to seven or 
eight schools. (...) Every school told me they didn’t have any places left. (...) And 
then I arrived at the CLB, although I didn’t really know them actually, but a woman 
searched for all the schools on the internet and she found one where there were 
places left. (...) So I went there by foot, and tried to speak English there (...). But 
they told me I needed an appointment, which I didn’t know about. (...) I called 
them afterwards. But yeah, I found a school by foot. (Turkish mother)

When refugee families, for whatever reason, do not have a social assistant, coun-
sellor, or personal network to assist them throughout this transitional period, it is 
often difficult to know who to turn to for important needs, such as enrolling their 
children in a school or finding a house. As exemplified by the extract, people are 
rarely referred to the right service; the gaps between services are evidenced by 
the fact that the mother had to walk between schools in order to bridge them. 
Only in rare circumstances do refugee families coincidentally find their way to 
practical support, usually through volunteers and/or established migrants. This 
is highlighted in the next interview extract:

 There are also people who, for example, are not eligible for support from the 
OCMW/CPAS, but still need a lot of assistance. If they go to Ligo [Adult educa-
tion], they can ask questions, and their teacher can refer them to us. (...) Then the 
teacher asks me, “Could you maybe help this woman too [even though, normally, 
you only work with OCMW/CPAS clients]?” And I say: yes, no problem. (...) It’s 
not very intensive guidance, but you can still help people. (Palestinian referrer in 
diversity)

This account was provided by an experiential expert working as professional ‘re-
ferrer in diversity’ [Dutch: ‘toeleider in diversiteit’] for the local government, who 
is responsible for welcoming and referring socially vulnerable OCMW/CPAS cli-
ents present within the municipality. However, their availability depends on where 
families end up, and in reality, this might change regularly due to the struggle to 
find adequate housing ‒ see Chapter 3. This is illustrated in the account below 
where we describe the journey of a refugee family who has been relocated eight 
(!) times since they arrived in Belgium.
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 The family consists of a father and mother with moderate language skills; a 
teenage son who speaks Dutch well; and a child with severe physical and mental 
disabilities who occasionally attends day care. Both parents are actively looking 
for a job, but up to now without success, except for some short-term contracts.

In municipality X, they had an OCMW/CPAS social worker despite relying solely 
on health insurance income. However, they were forced to move to municipality 
Y, across the country, due to a lack of housing in municipality X, ending up in an 
unsuitable home arranged through family connections.

The family received no professional support for finding a new school for the teen-
age son. Despite repeated requests, no help was provided by the school or the 
OCMW/CPAS in municipality X. The son and his mother had to visit schools on 
foot, eventually finding one 1.5 hours away by bus after receiving minimal as-
sistance from the CLB [Flemish counselling service for primary and secondary 
school students].

Furthermore, there was no support in arranging new day care for the son with dis-
abilities. This was left to the family, despite their limited language skills. A Belgian 
volunteer in contact with the family had to coordinate from 40 km away, as no 
other contact was available.

In addition, the family did not receive any formal support for transferring their 
mutual insurance. They had to make an appointment with the health insurance 
office in municipality Y to ensure continuity of income during the transition. The 
volunteer arranged the meeting and accompanied the mother to the appointment, 
but inaccessible language use made the process difficult for both the volunteer ‒ 
to understand the specific abbreviations, for instance ‒ and the mother.

Although the mother requested support from the OCMW/CPAS for this adminis-
trative re-embedding and for finding a school for her son nearby, they told her she 
had to manage on her own.

Five months after the move, the volunteer on the other side of Belgium was con-
tacted by the son’s school, reporting frequent absences. With no local support, 
the school initiated a “one family, one plan” approach three months later. By then, 
it was February, and significant time and effort had been needlessly wasted.

(Professional referrer in diversity)

Given the lack of comprehensive handovers if a family moves, there is a lack of 
continuity in the provision of services and time is wasted due to unnecessary 
repetitions and having to restart the administrative processes from scratch when 
changing municipalities.34 In addition, the fact that families must recreate their 
supportive local network multiple times, while experiencing frequent rejections, 
has a negative impact on their level of trust and their sense of visibility (see also 
Chapter 5).
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2.4	 CONCLUSION: THE ADMINISTRATIVE BURDEN SLOWS 
DOWN INCLUSION PATHWAYS

After recognition, refugees embark on a complex journey through the intricate 
labyrinth of services and procedures as part of their inclusion process. In many 
contexts, informal networks are the only ways for refugee families to access the 
intensive, hands-on, timely, and day-to-day support needed to carry out the neces-
sary administrative processes ‒ see Chapter 6. In this transitional period, refugee 
families are confronted with two types of gaps (see Chapter 1): a fragmented set 
of policies and service providers, and a lack of transversal support that guides 
them through the bureaucratic maze.35 In turn, many service providers face a 
lack of time and resources, which prevents them from building up the knowledge 
needed to work with refugee families and other groups of newcomers. In this 
chapter, we have shown how this impedes refugee families’ access to their social 
rights, and how it results in a significant loss of time, resources and energy.
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Interviewer: What is the most important thing for you to 
build a new life here in Belgium?

The most important thing is to have a good job and a 
house. A real house where I know I can stay, and not that 
when the contract ends, I have to leave. A permanent 
house, a real house, and a stable job. (Formerly unac-
companied minor from Afghanistan)
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INTRODUCTION

When refugees are granted international protection, they need to leave the col-
lective reception centre and find a new place to live. This is more than a matter 
of having a roof over their heads: they also require an official address to register 
with the local municipality and the OCMW/CPAS, to open a bank account, to apply 
for training courses, or to enrol in the compulsory civic integration programme. 
In other words, if they cannot find a stable anchor point, refugee families remain 
stuck in this transitional period of settling down, often in precarious living condi-
tions. Even though this clearly hampers their ability to access work, education, 
or social networks, refugee families receive little to no support in their search for 
stable and decent housing. Reception infrastructures are unable to provide suffi-
cient support in the housing search, nor do the regional governments of Flanders 
and Wallonia, or municipal services. Refugee families find themselves largely on 
their own in trying to acquire stable and adequate housing, in the context of an 
already oversaturated private rental market. This encompasses the largest and 
most critical policy gap we’ve encountered in the inclusion pathways of refugee 
families after their recognition. In the words of a social worker we spoke with: “If 
housing goes wrong, everything goes wrong.”

3.1	 ON YOUR OWN

In Belgium, when refugees are required to leave the reception centres after rec-
ognition, they have various options. Firstly, they can apply for access to a Local 
Reception Initiative [LOI/ILA]. While these are mostly meant to accommodate 
asylum seekers in vulnerable situations during their recognition procedure, ref-
ugee families can also apply for access once they have received international 
protection. Within these LOI/ILAs, residents are provided with temporary access 
to housing as well as support from a social assistant at the OCMW/CPAS to find 
more permanent housing. Alternatively, they can remain in the centre for a tran-
sitional period, of up to two months, in principle extendable by only one month, 
except in exceptional cases, until they secure accommodation on the private 
market themselves.36

However, the number of places in LOI/ILAs are very limited – which is soon to 
be exacerbated by the Federal government’s decision to further cut back on the 
number of initiatives, as announced in the Federal government agreement (2025-
2029). Additionally, overburdened OCMW/CPAS centres lack the resources need-
ed to offer practical and intensive support to families in search of housing. While 
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Federal reception structures are tasked with assisting refugee families in their 
housing transition, the staff’s excessive workload prevents them from offering 
direct support. In practice, they instead refer families to other – often voluntary 
– organisations that try to assist refugee families in their search for housing. 
However, in an institutional context where no one takes responsibility for provid-
ing housing support, such organisations are often overburdened, or simply don’t 
exist in some places. And although regional governments are officially respon-
sible for the general housing policy, they do not guarantee access to housing for 
people with international protection and their family members.37

Furthermore, refugee families in Flanders rarely benefit from social housing. Not 
only are there extensive waiting lists, but to be eligible, families are encountering 
an increasingly significant requirement to have a long-term local connection to 
a municipality.38 In many cases, therefore, families have to find housing on their 
own by turning to the private (rental) market, where they often end up living in 
low-quality houses but paying disproportionately high prices.39 All the families 
we met had to deal with the de facto inaccessibility of the private market imme-
diately after leaving the asylum centre. Increasing housing shortages, a lack of 
income, the absence of a work contract, racial discrimination or discrimination 
against beneficiaries of social assistance,40 and a refusal to rent to large families 
are the most frequently cited challenges refugees told us of. As this elder brother 
in an Afghan family reported:

 I‘d like to get any flat. Because I‘ve been looking for three months! It‘s not a 
OCMW/CPAS, it‘s not a refugee, it‘s not a lot of children. And no work contract. 
(Elder brother in an Afghan family)

These difficulties are particularly pronounced in large cities such as Brussels, 
Antwerp and Ghent, where the housing crisis is especially severe. However, many 
refugee families prefer to arrive in these cities due to the concentrated presence 
of public services, education and healthcare facilities, employment opportunities, 
ethnic shops, and, more generally, other established migrants or ‘compatriots‘. 
As a Burundian father says:

 A lot of things happen in Brussels! The administration is done in Brussels, 
whether it‘s at the CGRA/CGVS, or seeing the lawyer, or whatever... Ceremonies 
are prepared in Brussels, and everything, everything ends up in Brussels. (Burun-
dian father)

The housing crisis, however, is widespread and affects many people, not just 
newcomers or refugees. While finding affordable housing in urban centres is 
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particularly challenging, it is also becoming difficult in smaller and mid-sized 
cities.41 In the following paragraph, we explore what strategies refugee fami-
lies in these circumstances follow to secure themselves decent and stable 
accommodation.

3.2	 THE WINDING PATH TO HOUSING: DIFFERENT 
STRATEGIES

While all refugee families need to secure decent and stable housing, how they 
(try to) do so varies greatly from one family to another. Some of the families we 
met gained access to an LOI/ILA after obtaining international protection. While 
they benefited from the support of a social worker, many found themselves end-
ing up in remote locations.42 They described how they arrived in an environment 
where they knew no one, where it was difficult to get around due to limited pub-
lic transportation, and where they were far away from the various services and 
infrastructures that are essential on their inclusion pathways ‒ such as training 
centres or any locations where the civic integration programmes are provided, 
for example. Some emphasised the sense of social isolation and alienation they 
experienced in such situations. For example, a refugee from the Côte d’Ivoire who 
arrived alone in Belgium at the age of 18 described feeling isolated when, after 
leaving the centre, he was housed in an ILA in the Ardennes:

 Over there too, for someone who is alone, it’s not easy. Because everyone’s at 
home, there’s not too much... It’s not like in Brussels. Here I’m on my own but I can 
still go out and sit somewhere. Whereas over there, when you’re on your own, you 
have no family... It’s a bit complicated. Everyone’s at home, everyone’s with their 
family. It’s a bit difficult... (Young refugee from Côte d’Ivoire)

Most of the people we met found their first homes by word of mouth through 
acquaintances, fleeting encounters, or volunteers. These volunteers often act 
as crucial intermediaries on the private rental market, relying on their networks 
of landlords who agree to rent their property to refugees and their families. 
Volunteers also mediate with landlords to convince them to rent their houses 
to these families, as exemplified by the next telling account of a formerly unac-
companied minor:

 So, when my family arrived, we slept with everyone in the small studio I was 
living in. It was really crazy. Such a small place for so many people. (...) But then 
I found a house in [municipality X]. I paid a rental deposit of 1500 euros, but later 
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we found out that the house wasn’t allowed to be rented by the municipality. And 
the landlord never returned my rental deposit. He just took my money. And then, 
in October, we had to leave my studio. My family and I were homeless. We were 
out on the street for three months. From October to January. (...) I came here to 
my friend’s place. (...) I asked [our] community for help. But everyone also lives in 
such small places. They can’t take anyone else in. But the connections kept going 
further and further, and (...) eventually, I found two different families who said, 
“Look, we have one bedroom, but we can’t do anything with addresses, but they 
can come and sleep here.” But not everyone, only a few people could come. (...) A 
part of my family went there. [The rest went to] a friend I used to stay with at the 
centre... He said, “Yeah, I work and live in a studio, but they can stay in the living 
room.” I said that’s really good. I’ll pay for your food. Because I was getting social 
welfare from the OCMW/CPAS at the time. I could pay for life. But that wasn’t a 
home. I was going crazy trying to find a house.

Interviewer: Did you have to search for all of that on your own?

Yeah. (...) The OCMW/CPAS can’t help with that. The OCMW/CPAS says they don’t 
have housing. There wasn’t any social housing available for us. Yeah, I did my 
best. (...) But there was a man. An organisation in [municipality Z], I think. I got a 
connection to this man. I sent him a text, “Sir, look, my family and I are out on the 
street, and it’s really hard to find a house. I heard from so many people that you’ve 
helped them find a home. Can you please help me?” He said, “Yeah, I’ll look into it, 
but I can’t promise anything.” I said, “No problem, but if you find something, let me 
know.” And one day, I just decided... “Look, sir, I have the number of this man. He 
rents his house. It really has five bedrooms. But he doesn’t want too many people 
there. Can you talk to him?” He said, “Send me his phone number, I’ll call him.” He 
called, talked to him. And he said okay, let them come and have a look. That was 
on 1st January or something. I don’t care if it’s not perfect, but just... A home. 
Because they [her parents] stopped going to school. They couldn’t go to school 
anymore. Life was nothing then. I had to go to school, I had to get my diploma, I 
couldn’t do anything by myself. And the OCMW/CPAS from where I was living was 
going to stop the social welfare. Because if you don’t have an address, they can’t 
[continue social welfare]... (Formerly unaccompanied minor)

As indicated in this extract, the initial accommodation ‒ in this case a studio 
‒ often turns out to be unfit in the long run, for instance in the case of family 
reunification.43 When additional family members arrive, there is often a total lack 
of support for transitioning into more suitable accommodation.44 A Burundian 
father we met spent a year living in a shared room, where he welcomed his family 
who arrived through family reunification. We also encountered a father from the 
Central African Republic who found himself in a similar situation, welcoming his 
children while living in a studio apartment that he had found in a popular neigh-
bourhood in Brussels through someone he had met at the reception centre:

 We slept there... it wasn’t easy, it was just a studio flat like that, there were 
five of us! There were five of us living there! Because I had a... let’s say a sofa bed, 
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and the two older kids slept on it, and we found a single mattress for the young-
est. When the day came, we had to put everything away. (Father from the Central 
African Republic)

Ali, a Syrian teenager, and his family spent their first few months in Belgium in an 
unsanitary, overcrowded two-room flat, with just a few mattresses as furniture: 
“There were seven of us in the flat for eight months, with no money, nothing, no 
one to help us.”

Aïssa, a Congolese mother, also had to live in unsanitary housing:

 My children were starting to scream, they don’t sleep at night with mice and 
rats there! (...) All the time when we go to sleep, so that we can sleep well, we 
always must put traps for the mice and rats... I used to put cups there... because 
they tell us that mice don’t burp. And cockroaches don’t have stomachs either, 
they don’t burp. If you put the cola with the bicarbonate, they choke. So that’s what 
I did. (Congolese mother)

Some of the people we spoke with simply could not find housing. Désiré, a 
Burundian father who had undergone surgery on his leg upon arrival and had 
limited mobility, searched in vain for housing that suited his situation (a ground-
floor apartment) in Brussels, where he had regular medical appointments at the 
hospital. Despite his active search, he couldn’t find anything, and for a year he and 
his family, who had arrived through family reunification, lived in an emergency 
shelter:

 It was really complicated, because it was as if my family had gone through the 
procedure in the centre, whereas when they arrived, they thought everything was 
fine. (...) It was what I would call a catastrophic situation for my family. Because 
we spent a whole year in this situation. (Burundian father)

Even when families do manage to find housing, their first home is rarely sustain-
able or adequate. The majority of the families we met had moved several times 
before being able to find a stable and affordable place to live. As a result, refugee 
families often find themselves in poor housing conditions, which have a nega-
tive impact on their ability to register their children in school, and find long-term 
employment.
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3.3	 NO INCLUSION WITHOUT HOUSING

 When housing goes wrong, everything goes wrong. (Social worker)

Access to adequate housing is crucial for facilitating refugee families’ inclusion. 
Without officially registered housing, these families cannot undertake a whole 
series of administrative procedures or obligations, nor can they access certain 
social rights that require them to be registered with the local municipality and 
OCMW/CPAS. Without an address, they can’t obtain an identity card, open a bank 
account, or enrol in education, professional training or the civic integration pro-
gramme. In turn, the lack of an identity card makes landlords reluctant to rent out 
their properties. Désiré explains how this creates a vicious circle, in which the 
processes for assimilating yourself on an administrative level and finding hous-
ing are woven together in a Kafkaesque manner:

 But the very problem was that it was very difficult for us to find accommoda-
tion without an identity card. (...) Firstly, I didn’t have an address, and secondly, 
if you don’t have an address, you don’t have an identity card. (Burundian father)

Additionally, searching for a house requires extensive internet access and phone 
credit, which is complicated if you don’t have a secure income or receive subsist-
ence allowance ‒ both difficult to obtain without an official address. Similar to 
the above impossible, Kafkaesque situations, as a prerequisite to signing a lease 
contract, you need sufficient resources for the rental guarantee and the first rent. 
To cover the costs of both, you may need to rely on a subsistence allowance, 
which can, however, only be claimed if you already have an official address. As 
reported by Adam, a Nigerian father:

 It was difficult. I already had no income, so it was difficult to find accommo-
dation. Because they ask you for your pay slips, what income you have... If you’re 
looking and you don’t even have an income, what are you going to say! At the time 
I didn’t even have an income from OCMW/CPAS! (Nigerian father)

The absence of stable and adequate housing also affects refugee family mem-
bers’ ability to access and fully participate in several areas of social life. One 
point often raised is the impact that the lack of proper housing has on their ability 
to find long-term employment. In many cases, while their family members are 
not settled, people remain preoccupied with the search for accommodation. This 
prevents them from attending language courses or entering the job market. Even 
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for refugees who have already taken language courses or worked during their 
asylum application process, the demanding search for housing is so time-con-
suming that it disrupts their entry into the labour market:

 One of the reasons that I couldn’t find a job so far is that for five months 
I was searching for a house. I searched more than 400 houses, I visited more 
than 80 houses physically and I communicated [with] more than 250 houses by 
telephone, by email. Eventually, I had an appointment with these 50 houses that I 
could see and the majority of them, almost 99% of them, didn’t give us the houses 
because I didn’t have an [employment] contract. (...) So the main reason I couldn’t 
find a house is that if you don’t have a contract, if you don’t have a proper income, 
then people do not risk offering you a house. First, we were embarrassed, but 
[later] I understood the realities; a Belgian will not offer to rent a house to another 
Belgian if they don’t have a contract, if they don’t have a proper income, so this is 
their right. (Afghan father)

Settling in poor-quality housing can impact refugee families’ ability to enter the 
labour market. Yaser, an Iraqi father, was evicted from his home, as it did not 
meet the legal requirements to be let. As a direct consequence, he found himself 
unable to sign an employment contract that was offered to him, because “when 
you don’t have a house, you don’t have an address, you don’t have a contract.”

Aïssa’s story also illustrates how her complicated housing trajectory had an im-
pact on her training:

 I started the training, I did the first module, the second module, the third we 
were going to start, but the housing problem at home was terrible, so I had to 
leave everything. (...) And the supervisor said to me, “I can see that it’s too heavy 
for you, you won’t be able to... it’s better that you find accommodation first, be-
cause if you find accommodation, you’ll be able to relax, you see these days, you 
can’t work properly.” (Congolese mother)

Prolonged and interrupted housing trajectories also negatively impact children’s 
school careers, while living in poor housing conditions might undermine their 
ability to study. As reported by Ali, who attends secondary school:

 We all sleep on the floor, we don’t have enough mattresses, in fact on two 
single mattresses we sleep four people. (...) I study on the floor, I don’t have a bed, 
I sleep on the floor too. (Syrian teenager)

Furthermore, each change of address requires families to assimilate themselves 
into a new administrative context due to the transition to a different OCMW/CPAS, 
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municipality, health insurance offices, and other services (see also Chapter 2). 
Each time they move, families need to start again, and repeat a whole new set of 
administrative procedures for which they have little to no support.45 This is even 
more challenging in an unfamiliar environment where language barriers pose fur-
ther issues.

Unsurprisingly, housing conditions impact family dynamics and people’s sense 
of well-being. A lack of decent housing is a source of anxiety, hampers a family’s 
ability to plan for the future, and extends the sense of liminality46 – of being stuck 
in between arrival and inclusion.47 As explained by Désiré:

 When you’re responsible for a family, but you’re not stable, you can’t look 
ahead in life, because you say to yourself a few months later I’m going to change; 
you can’t even equip your house, for example, because you say, if I buy stuff, and 
then I move, and it’s not up to standard... so there are lots of things that keep you 
unstable. (Burundian father)

The (in)accessibility of proper housing thus has pervasive consequences on fam-
ilies’ inclusion pathways, within and across several areas of their life. Faced with 
these difficulties, some NGOs and volunteers have organised alternative support, 
and developed initiatives to support refugee families in their efforts to find at 
least temporary housing.48 Transit housing is one such initiative.

3.4	 TRANSIT HOUSING

Some of the families we met have benefited from transit housing provided by 
NGOs, who use this initiative to try to fill the policy gaps in access to housing.49 
This was the case for Désiré and his family who were offered temporary accom-
modation by an NGO:

 When we arrived here, it was as if we’d never had a house! Never had a liv-
ing room! Because each time we stayed in the bedrooms but there was no living 
room! And here, it was a luxury! It was as if we were starting life all over again. It 
was a new life, really. (Burundian father)

For the families we met, access to transit accommodation served as a much 
needed resting point to catch their breath and plan ahead. This was made pos-
sible by NGOs who provide comprehensive support with access to a broader net-
work of organisations.50 In order to benefit from transit accommodation, for in-
stance, a Nigerian father contacted this NGO which supported him in completing 
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his diploma equivalence and family reunification procedure. The NGO also en-
rolled him in the civic integration programme and informed him about a volunteer 
initiative for finding work, through which he found his first job. Currently, they are 
also assisting his spouse, who arrived recently, on her own inclusion pathway.

Similarly, the young refugee from the Côte d’Ivoire, whom we mentioned before, 
contacted this NGO to access transit accommodation. This support enabled him 
to register with the OCMW/CPAS, the local municipality, and health insurance, 
as well as to enrol in the civic integration programme. After he had completed a 
professional training programme, the NGO assisted him in securing a job with his 
current employer.

These stories highlight how transit accommodation, as well as the support that 
came with it, was crucial for these families on their pathways towards inclusion. 
This transit accommodation represents a source of support and guidance. The 
NGOs that provide transit housing, the volunteer organisations, and other key in-
dividuals in people’s networks that offer families practical support in finding sta-
ble accommodation, are bridging the policy gap that emerges between Federal 
and regional policy responsibilities. However, these kinds of initiatives are over-
whelmed by the current demand for support that should not be their responsibil-
ity in the first place.

 It’s been two years now since I, as a volunteer, stopped counting how many 
homes I’ve found for refugees, but at that point, I was already at 75. Many more 
have been added since then. But what we’re noticing now is that the need has 
become so great. The housing crisis is so severe; people are coming from every-
where. And yes, unfortunately, I’m still the only one handling the housing search-
es. I’d really love to do other things – helping children, supporting language skills, 
and so on. But we remain stuck dealing with all the housing problems. (...) No one 
helps them search. The OCMW/CPAS knows the family is coming, for instance 
in cases of family reunification, (...) but no one has the means to find housing. 
(...) I’m the only one doing it [in municipality X]. Mind you, there have been many 
volunteers and organisations. But everyone eventually drops out. (...) It’s just too 
much. It’s a full-time job trying to find housing for even one person. (Volunteer in 
an organisation that supports refugees)

3.5	 CONCLUSION: HOUSING, A CRITICAL POLICY GAP

Housing is the cornerstone for families’ inclusion and impacts nearly all areas of 
life.51 Yet, practical support for finding suitable and stable housing receives little 
attention from policy actors. On the contrary: while LOIs/ILAs could play a crucial 
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role in addressing this gap, the current Federal government has announced plans 
to further reduce their numbers. This complete lack of formal support signifi-
cantly hinders refugees’ inclusion.

The housing trajectory of almost all participants in our research was marked by 
insecurity and instability. Professionals in the sector are noticing that a growing 
number of people with international protection are stuck in asylum centres and 
are at risk of becoming homeless. This was the case, for example, for Désiré and 
his family. NGOs that assist refugee families in finding housing or provide tem-
porary transit accommodations are scarce. The few initiatives that do exist are 
overwhelmed by the high demand.

Housing is much more than just an official address needed to complete the nec-
essary administrative processes. A stable and suitable place to live is the first 
prerequisite for people to find rest, process difficult experiences, and build a fu-
ture. Various researchers have pointed out that having a personal space is fun-
damental to a sense of security and belonging, especially in a social environment 
often perceived as uncertain and unwelcoming.52

Since refugee families receive little formal support in their search for housing, 
the responsibility is shifted to NGOs and volunteer organisations. This places a 
heavy burden on these initiatives and slows down refugees’ inclusion pathways. 
Particularly in times of an escalating housing crisis in (sub)urban areas, the lack 
of formal support indicates a critical policy gap, with direct consequences for the 
daily lives of most refugee families.
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What sometimes makes it difficult is the way people look 
at you. You are from abroad, but I also had a life, a good 
life. I have done a lot in my life. I am someone with real 
skills, but here you don’t get the chance. Because of the 
language. For example, for my sisters who went to New 
Zealand, it was simply easier to start because they speak 
English. To just continue. But for me, it took another two 
years before I could take another step in my life, due to 
the language. It’s not easy. And I know that many people 
are unable to take that step. (Palestinian mother)
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INTRODUCTION

It is no surprise that language plays a crucial role in refugee families’ ability to 
build a new life after migrating. This issue is perhaps even more relevant in lin-
guistically divided countries such as Belgium, where language serves as an im-
portant marker of sub-state national identity. The long communitarian history of 
the region of Flanders has resulted in a strict ‘Dutch-only policy’ in its public ser-
vices, with the inability to speak Dutch representing a sensitive political issue.53

When the Flemish government implemented its first integration policies at the 
end of the 1980s, it specifically identified the perceived lack of proficiency in 
Dutch of Turkish and Moroccan labour migrants as a social and political prob-
lem.54 Today, the Flemish government’s ‘civic integration programme’ includes 4 
pillars: (1) a civic integration course; (2) Dutch language courses; (3) an employ-
ment trajectory; and (4) a programme to stimulate social participation and social 
networks.55 This programme has become mandatory for groups such as recog-
nised refugees, people who receive subsidiary protection, and family members of 
legal residents coming from non-European countries ‒ thereby mainly preserving 
its original focus56 on migrants from the Global South (see also Chapter 1).

Moreover, the minimum level of Dutch proficiency required to complete the civ-
ic integration programme has been consistently raised by consecutive govern-
ments. At present, mandatory participants have to obtain oral level B1 within a 
maximum of two years after receiving the civic integration attestation, except 
when they are able to prove that they are studying or have found employment in 
the meantime.57 Furthermore, these elevated language acquisition requirements 
are increasingly used as conditions that need to be met before newcomers can 
gain access to a variety of social rights, or apply for Belgian nationality.58

In the Francophone community, participants in the civic integration programme 
are required to take language training if they do not have A2-level proficiency 
upon registration. However, there is no obligation to reach a specific level of 
French, except when applying for nationality, where A2 is required.

Since increasingly stringent language acquisition is central to ‘integration poli-
cies’, especially in the Flemish Community, this chapter primarily focuses on 
Flanders. As indicated by the opening extract, fitting with these requirements has 
a direct impact on the duration of families’ inclusion pathways, and the resulting 
mental burden. In this chapter, we first explore which barriers refugee families en-
counter in the process of language acquisition. Next, we describe how language 
policies raise the barriers to work, education and well-being.
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4.1	 PREREQUISITES FOR LEARNING A NEW LANGUAGE

 In that studio, it was raining inside. My children got sick because of it. Every 
month, I had to go to the hospital with the little one. Every month. And I had to at-
tend classes. [In the end] I studied [Dutch] for three years, but I couldn’t learn prop-
erly every day because I had too many problems with my housing. And because of 
that, I couldn’t sleep. So I went to school, but I was exhausted. (Eritrean mother)

Learning a new language is a challenging endeavour for many adults. This is 
further complicated by experiences of bereavement and loss, as well as by ongo-
ing precarious living conditions for many refugee families. Earlier studies have 
shown that stress has a negative impact on the capacity for learning.59 Our re-
search indicates that the stressful context in which refugee families find them-
selves after receiving international protection affects their ability to study and 
retain a new language.60 If, for instance, fundamental needs such as stable and 
adequate housing have not been met, family members find it difficult to concen-
trate during language courses or to study afterwards.

Furthermore, language acquisition is often interrupted due to caregiving respon-
sibilities. We frequently encountered fathers or (formerly) unaccompanied mi-
nors who either temporarily or permanently quit language acquisition out of a 
need to work and to financially provide for their family members (abroad). After 
having obtained a minimum level of Dutch or French, they apply for low-skilled, 
often temporary employment, which is not in line with either previous employ-
ment experiences, educational achievements, or personal aspirations.61 This is 
highlighted by the following accounts from an Eritrean father and Turkish mother:

 I followed Dutch classes for a few months. But then I decided to stop. (...) 
If you are without a job, it’s difficult. Without work, you have a poor income. So 
anyway, you have to work. (Eritrean father)

 My husband attended Dutch classes, but he had to work, so he took even-
ing classes. But he was tired during the lessons, so it became difficult for him 
too. Those were difficult years (...) Right now, [my husband] is following (...) an IT 
course in Dutch, and he’s currently looking for a job. (...)

Interviewer: Whose Dutch is better?

That’s a good question. Normally,(...), I speak better than him because I recently 
obtained a C1 diploma, and he got a B1 diploma. [That’s because] I was able to 
attend Dutch classes longer than him. (...) [That’s] not a problem for me at all, but 
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it can be difficult for my husband. He really always did his best, but he didn’t get 
the chance. He had to work, and he was tired. (Turkish mother)

While we have encountered several fathers whose language acquisition was in-
terrupted due to the need to find employment, mothers often postponed their 
own language courses to care for young children due to a regional shortage in 
childcare availability. As a referrer in diversity in the Brussels region explains:

 The daycare centres in our region are all full, sometimes with a waiting list of 
up to two years. That’s a problem because the [newcoming] mothers want to take 
Dutch classes, but they can’t because there are no daycare centres. (Referrer in 
diversity)

One of this referrer’s clients was a young Syrian mother who couldn’t find day-
care that was easily accessible for her on public transport or on foot. This meant 
she had to postpone her intensive language courses until her daughter attended 
school:

 It’s difficult [to practise Dutch] when you have children. (...) When I became 
pregnant, I couldn’t find daycare for my daughter, so [I couldn’t follow Dutch 
courses]. But now my daughter is enrolled in school. (Syrian mother)

In the previous legislature, expenses such as costs for childcare and the trans-
portation to the integration course were no longer reimbursed. This raises the 
thresholds for compulsory integration. The question is now what the impact of 
the current Flemish government agreement will be, knowing that priority is given 
to working parents and/or those attending work-related training.62 For mothers 
of refugee families, this risks hindering their ability to learn Dutch and to enter 
the labour market. This goes against the recommendations put forward by a re-
cent OECD report (2023), wherein Belgium scores poorly on the employment of 
women with a migratory background. According to this report, this is the result of 
a lack of childcare provision, as well as discrimination. These structural hurdles 
create a gender gap in employment, which means that “women with a migra-
tory background who had arrived recently needed more time to integrate into the 
Flemish labour market than men, and that women’s employment levels remained 
well below men’s even ten years after settlement.”63

Hence, the lack of adequate housing, (the associated) stress, and the responsibil-
ity of caring for others ‒ whether due to financial constraints or daycare short-
ages ‒ undermine the prerequisites for learning a new language. In the next sec-
tion, we will show how advanced language skills are, in turn, crucial to securing 
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long-term employment, decent housing and a general sense of well-being. In this 
context, language acquisition becomes the key that locks doors rather than open-
ing them.

4.2	 LANGUAGE ACQUISITION AS A LOCKED DOOR

 [We are currently at] the OCMW/CPAS. (...) So we have €1600 from OCMW/
CPAS for me and my wife and for the rest we use children’s allowance [Dutch: 
kinderbijslag]. (...) Because at least €300 per month is for electricity and gas and 
the water is also a big issue as well as internet and everything; it’s almost €1900. 
(...) When we need baby shoes, it has to be second hand. (...) We receive [this 
money], we highly appreciate it, but at the same time, I have to make sure to 
look for a job, that I find a job, so I can earn more; so I can also pave the way for 
other people to work. [But I ask myself] Why am I stuck like that? Because when... 
Everywhere I go, it’s the language issue. (...) [When they ask me:] “Do you have a 
driving license?” No, so going by bus to work, it is not acceptable for many people 
because there may be a delay or maybe it doesn’t come on time. (...) So that is 
why, as soon as possible, I have to find something to provide through work, but 
language is the biggest constraint. (Afghan father)

This quote from an Afghan father, who spoke English perfectly upon arrival, in-
dicates how he nevertheless felt ‘stuck’ due to the fact that every other door he 
intended to open ‒ like obtaining his driving licence again or finding a suitable 
job ‒ was closed to him due to stringent Dutch language requirements. This is 
because, parallel to the elevated minimum requirement of having Dutch oral level 
B1 for the civic integration programme, an increasing number of job vacancies 
demand high levels of Dutch proficiency, without offering the corresponding lan-
guage support in the workplace.64 In Brussels, applicants for professional train-
ing, for example, must have a certain level of French, while job vacancies often 
also require knowledge of Dutch and/or English. All this indicates how the job 
market mirrors strict political policies, regardless of whether such high language 
requirements are actually necessary as an entry condition for the professions in 
question.

Proficiency in a contact language such as English, or in other languages, is rarely 
taken into account. The Iraqi mother in the interview extract below explains what 
this means for her husband, who currently works as a doctor in a hospital abroad 
and with whom the family reunification procedure is ongoing:
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 My husband [who will join later after family reunification] currently works as a 
doctor in a hospital in the Middle East. (...) He worries about what he is going to 
do here and whether he will be able to work here, it is difficult. If you don’t speak 
the language and know anything of Nederlands [Dutch], yeah, it is difficult. Maybe 
he will take an opleiding [education] in medicine, if that is available for him. (...) It 
is difficult to change your whole life and you come to a place and you don’t know 
what to do and what your future here will be, that’s difficult. (...) He is very good in 
English, but the English we learned was when we were small. But (...) the mind is 
not like before, it was better than this. (Iraqi mother)

This couple’s underlying fear, caused by the stringent language requirements, is 
that there will be a mismatch between the occupations that social services will 
direct them towards, and their own aspirations. Furthermore, in a (racially) strati-
fied labour market,65 language proficiency often intersects with other features, 
such as skin colour and wearing a headscarf which, when combined, lead to the 
racialised exclusion of women from specific sectors of the labour market. This is 
exemplified by the next account from a Syrian mother, who fled her country four 
years ago after a bomb explosion injured her child.

 I have a bachelor’s in communication sciences. It was partly recognised in 
Belgium. (...) And I learnt Dutch, but most of the levels were online. Because of 
corona, it was online (laughs). Online isn’t good. That’s just not like school. (...) 
Then I went to VDAB to ask if there was a training programme. And then I fol-
lowed a course at a University College. (...) I passed, and I’ve received a message 
to start an internship. (...) After that, I want to work (laughs). (...) But at my last 
job interview (...), it was really difficult. It’s not easy to find good work here as a 
refugee. It’s especially hard for women, specifically for women with headscarves. 
[That’s why] It’s easier for men than for women. (...) I don’t have any opportunities 
here in [municipality X]. It’s a bit difficult because of my headscarf. (...) My mother 
[who resides in Belgium as well] has a master’s in pedagogical sciences. (...) She 
wants to ask OCMW/CPAS for work. (...) I don’t want to say it’s bad work, no... 
halal work is good work. But they suggested cleaning jobs. (...) Like that’s the only 
option. “You can be a cleaner in a care home...” But I told my mum: “No, you can’t 
speak Dutch well enough, that’s true. But afterwards, we could find something 
different for you.” (...) She still really wants to work. She’s 61 years old. (...) She 
wants something to do. Maybe in the future, she could work in a shop. She could 
wear her headscarf [in a shop]. (...) I told her: you need to wait a bit. Step by step. 
(...) Don’t listen to OCMW/CPAS saying, “cleaning, cleaning.” No, Mum, you have a 
bachelor’s and a master’s degree. She has significant experience in Syria, working 
for 25 years with people with disabilities. (...) But always here: “No, not allowed 
with a headscarf,” and that’s a bit difficult for me and for my mum... (...) But I don’t 
know what opportunities my mum could have in the future. (Syrian mother)

As highlighted here by this powerful account, language at the intersection with 
gender, racial and religious discrimination significantly affects refugee family 
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members’ ability to develop their potential on the labour market. This is true both 
for family members who previously enjoyed higher education, as well as for those 
who are less educated. The latter is illustrated by the next account of a Syrian 
father who went to school until the age of 14, but who has more than 20 years 
of experience as a bus driver.66 In order to be able to pick up this profession 
again, he has to pass his driving test in Flanders. This requires specific Dutch 
language skills equal to a minimum level of 1.2 (or A2) to qualify for the test.67 For 
non-academic learners of a certain age, however, such a threshold poses major 
challenges:

 He would like to work as a driver, but the tests and everything are really dif-
ficult (...) because of the language. (...) His father passed away when he was 14, 
and he had to start working immediately to support the family. (...) So now he 
is waiting until he reaches Dutch level 1.2, and then he can also get his driver’s 
licence. (...) He’s doing well, really trying his best. He used to be a bus driver and 
would like to do that again. (Referrer in diversity, here translating for Syrian father)

The current system assumes a timely and linear evolution from classroom-based 
language acquisition to employment. However, for some members of refugee 
families, this classroom-based mode of learning Dutch is simply not sufficient in 
and of itself.68

Furthermore, beyond language proficiency, refugees face additional hurdles that 
relate not only to language skills but to how they present themselves, such as 
in the crafting of a CV or cover letter, along with several other practical skills re-
quired to navigate the job market.

The first author of this chapter, Mieke Groeninck, also acted as an informal buddy 
to an Afghan family. The father is illiterate and never had the chance to go to 
school in his home country. He has little knowledge of Dutch, because most of 
the time he takes care of the children. He is only able to attend Ligo-courses 
[Language courses for adults] when the children are at daycare. The mother is 
attending courses at CVO [Education for adults] and had obtained a beginner’s 
level of Dutch at the time we spoke to the family. Below is an account of one of 
the visits, when the topic of employment was discussed:

 The parents recently had an appointment at VDAB [Flemish Employment 
Agency], where the intermediary created an online profile for them. They are re-
quired to return in a few weeks to demonstrate that they have made the neces-
sary efforts to search for employment. Both the mother and father are eager to 
find work, but it seems they are unsure of where to begin.
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The mother shows me a WhatsApp message from her sister, who has been in 
Belgium for a longer time. It contains a list of interim agencies in the city, which 
the mother plans to locate using Google Maps and visit via public transportation. 
I show her the VDAB website and explain how to apply for job offers. However, 
I only now realise how overwhelming the website is, especially with the multiple 
filters which are difficult to translate, making it easy to get lost in the thousands 
of vacancies.

Furthermore, neither of them has a CV or a motivation letter yet. Together, we pre-
pare a CV on my smartphone using an app I quickly found online. It’s challenging 
to determine what to include, as she has no professional experience in Belgium. 
Previously, she worked in a bakery, and she has extensive experience caring for 
disabled family members. Her dream is to become a bus attendant for disabled 
children, but at the moment, this feels out of reach.

I send the completed CV and a sample motivation letter to the family’s email 
address. Then, we browse the VDAB website for suitable job openings and find 
one for cleaning early mornings or late evenings. This schedule would allow her 
to care for her children during the day, freeing up her husband to attend Dutch 
courses or find work himself.

I draft a short email, attach her new CV and motivation letter, and send it to their 
email address. I explain how she can forward the email to the employer after 
removing my personal details. Additionally, I share links to resources for finding 
job vacancies and promise to keep an eye out for opportunities on her behalf. Be-
cause irrespective of their eagerness to find employment, the barrier for access-
ing the job market seems tremendously high at this point. (Buddy of an Afghan 
family)

These language barriers thus limit this refugee family’s access to the job market 
in multiple ways. In this particular case, this affects the family’s renewal of their 
legal residence permit, as explained by their daughter:

 My mum is still stressed because her ID card [based on subsidiary protection] 
is only being extended for 6 months, and they say my mum has to work, and she 
would very much like to work. (...) The municipality says that if we want to keep 
those cards, we have to work. They say that at the municipality. (Afghan daughter)

The language barrier also has other implications. As a buddy, I (Mieke) frequently 
got the impression that the mother of this family had understood what was ex-
plained to her or what was expected from them. However, as the conversation 
continued, it often became clear that this wasn’t the case, though service provid-
ers mistakenly assume that there was no need to explain anything further. As a 
result, both of us were lost in translation.
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4.3	 LOST IN TRANSLATION

 [When I just arrived in Belgium via family reunification], there was no one to 
support us in [municipality X]. (...) And now, there are other people around me who 
ask for help. I’m still new, but because I learned the language a bit faster, I can 
help them. When my mother-in-law came here, after a year I was only speaking a 
little Dutch, but I could read. What I didn’t understand, I could translate ‒ I could 
manage that ‒ so I was able to look up information and things like that. I went 
with her to the OCMW/CPAS for a rental contract. I’ve handled all her administra-
tive papers, everything up to now, her bills and so on. And from that point, I said, 
‘Yes, [I’ll do that for you]’, but at the time [when I first arrived], I had no one to help 
me. I see that there are many people who need help, and [that’s why I] thought, 
‘Okay, I’ll do it [becoming a referrer in diversity] to make their first steps in Belgium 
a little easier.’ Based on my own experience of having no one around to help. 
(Referrer in diversity)

Experts by experience use their own knowledge and their personal experiences of 
having arrived in Belgium as an immigrant themselves to support other newcom-
ers who have arrived recently. Sometimes, they do so in a professional capacity, 
as the ‘referrer in diversity’ from the above quote, but more often they do so on 
a voluntary basis. Established immigrants offer essential day-to-day support to 
other newcomers. In addition to translating and explaining the obtrusive language 
of administrative documents, they support refugee families with their administra-
tive processes, by bridging the gaps and using their current social knowledge to 
navigate the new rights and expectations encountered in Flanders.69

Some local public services have established more accessible language policies 
to ease the ‘administrative burden’, for instance, by encouraging public servants 
to communicate more clearly, to use translation programmes, pictograms, a 
contact language, or to ask for support from professional referrers in diversity.70 
However, this remains largely a matter of goodwill from local administrators and 
policy-makers. Other services implement stricter language jurisdictions ‒ backed 
by the overall shift towards more conservative political tendencies at the Federal 
and regional level, especially in Flanders.71 The most recent Flemish Government 
Agreement is clear in this regard, emphasising that “those who are unable to 
communicate in Dutch at public service counters will be referred to the existing 
Dutch language acquisition offer.”72 Despite the intention to focus on a ‘sufficient-
ly flexible range’ of Dutch language courses, the responsibility for overcoming 
language barriers is almost exclusively placed on individual newcomers, with lit-
tle attention paid to the conditions required for language learning to be effective, 
thereby effectively postponing people’s ‘self-reliance’.73
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This is especially the case for people who experience more difficulties in learning 
Dutch, due to various reasons, as demonstrated by the following extract:

 I’ve been working for two years now, and there are still families that need on-
going support. For example, there’s a mother who’s a bit older and a single parent 
with four children. She goes to school, but learning the language is difficult for 
her. So, she still needs support. However, she can be more independent in certain 
ways, like getting around. [And] she knows that if she needs to handle something, 
she can say, “Okay, I’ll take these papers there [to those people to help me].” (...) 
When you’re older, learning the language becomes more difficult. (Palestinian re-
ferrer in diversity)

It is by no means guaranteed that by attending Dutch or French courses, some-
one will automatically, let alone quickly, acquire sufficient language skills. People 
that are, for whatever reason, unable to do so, are then left struggling against the 
host country’s linguistic requirements. (Classroom-based) language acquisition 
can be a difficult barrier to cross. A Syrian intercultural mediator explains how he 
encourages clients to ‘climb this big mountain’:

 In practice, it’s not always easy [to learn Dutch]. (...) For some, it worked per-
fectly to teach them, but for others, it just remains difficult. I always try, because 
even with my colleagues [social workers from the OCMW/CPAS], we know that 
language makes it very hard, but [we say to our clients]: “It won’t stay that way 
forever. Over time, it will improve. So, you do your best to learn the language, and 
since everything revolves around it, we climb this big mountain together step by 
step. To work on it, we have to start completely from the basics. Later on, you’ll 
see a big difference as things improve, this is really just the beginning. You will 
notice the progress.” (Syrian intercultural mediator)

Given that, especially for newcomers to Flanders, “everything revolves around 
[Dutch language acquisition],” it is no surprise that this ‘big mountain’ can be a 
significant source of distress for refugee families (see Chapter 5). This, in turn, 
can also have a significant impact on internal family dynamics.

4.4	 DESTABILISING FAMILY DYNAMICS

 My biggest problem is being out of employment. Thinking night and day what 
to do. If you look at my photos from last year, you could imagine that I changed 
maybe ten years. All because of the concerns and tensions and stress. (...) I didn’t 
really expect things to be this difficult. (...) If you have a job, 80% of your problems 
are solved. If you don’t have a job, even at home with your wife, with your husband, 
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with your children, you don’t have much prestige. This is my understanding. But if 
you have a job, you are independent, so you have more prestige. (Afghan father)

This is an extract from the previously cited Afghan father of five, who spoke English 
well upon arrival in Belgium. Even though his proficiency in English eased the ad-
ministrative processes, he mentions elsewhere in the interview how the search for 
housing takes up all of his time, which then delays his Dutch language acquisition, 
further postponing his chances of finding adequate employment. This is espe-
cially the case because the majority of occupations suitable for English speakers 
often also require knowledge of Dutch or French. In this vicious circle, he admits 
how, in his experience, the loss of social and cultural capital undermines his role 
as a father. His children, on the other hand, are immersed in the Dutch language as 
they have been attending school on a full-time basis since their arrival in Flanders.

This creates situations in which children must support their parents on a linguis-
tic level, which social workers often believe poses the risk of ‘parentification’: “a 
process in which children take care of the logistical or emotional needs of the 
family, potentially neglecting their own needs.”74 As Van Acker et al. recently high-
lighted, the presence of more structural barriers to inclusion increases the risks of 
‘institutionalised forms of parentification’.75 While parents are often very cautious 
not to expose their children too much to content that they deem unsuitable ‒ un-
less no other option is available ‒ unfortunately, this is often unavoidable. The 
following account of an Afghan family illustrates this dynamic. The mother and 
daughter were interviewed together. Seated in their living room, the daughter, flu-
ent in Dutch, occasionally interpreted for her mother. Although the mother speaks 
Dutch well and understands everything being said, she sometimes finds it dif-
ficult to express nuances or depth during the emotionally charged conversation.

 Daughter says: I was 10 years old, I think, and I had to go to Brussels by myself 
to give an interview [as part of the asylum procedure]. I explained everything: why 
we couldn’t go back (...). I explained it all, and the woman typed everything while 
sitting next to me. But I always felt this strange kind of stress; my mental state 
wasn’t okay because my parents couldn’t speak Dutch. So, I was considered, like, 
the oldest in the family even though I was only 10, and I had to translate every-
thing. I had to understand every paper. I was just like a translator... My [older] 
brother wasn’t good at Dutch, so when I was eight, I started learning Dutch. I didn’t 
go to OKAN (language-oriented special classes for non-Dutch speaking minors); 
I went straight to a regular school. I picked up words from the people around me. 
I pieced together sentences in my head from the things people said, and that’s 
how I learned Dutch, just by listening to others speak. Suddenly, I could do it. And 
because of that, I helped my family move forward, translating for them and solv-
ing problems. We took it step by step until we got to where we are now. (...) But 
actually, it was [stressful]. The procedure most of all because we worked so hard 
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to come to Belgium, but Belgium didn’t want to accept us. That was the hardest 
part. We couldn’t go back to Afghanistan because there was war (...).

Interviewer asks the mother: How was it for you to see her go through all of that, 
doing this for the family because she spoke the language?

Daughter translates for mother: My mum says she never told me, but she tried to 
help. She was really sad and didn’t like that I had to do all of that at such a young 
age. (...)

Daughter adds: But now, well, I don’t care anymore. I’ve had too much stress, and 
I can’t handle it anymore. I just think it will work out. I stay positive, and I try hard. 
My mum speaks Dutch now, so she can take things forward. (...) We still feel 
stressed sometimes – like we might have to leave – but I stay positive. I’ve had 
this stress for seven years, so there’s no point in dwelling on it.

Interviewer asks daughter: Did you ever talk to someone about it?

Daughter answers: I talked to a psychologist, but it didn’t really help. (...) I just 
wanted to be alone and think. I was never truly happy. At school, the other kids 
seemed happy. I looked happy on the outside – when I was with family or friends 
– but at night, under the covers, I cried a lot. It was hard. I have a book where I 
wrote everything down...

Interviewer asks the mother: Did you know she was worrying so much?

Mother answers (and cries): Yes, but she always tried to seem happy around me 
and told me not to stress. But in her room, she cried a lot, she wrote stories every 
day...

Daughter adds: I didn’t always write in a diary, sometimes on small pieces of pa-
per. I still have them all. I had a desk with lots of papers, and I wrote a lot every 
night. Then, for my birthday, a friend gave me a book. (...) I told my mum recently 
[that I was doing this], when I felt less stressed. [Previously] they didn’t know 
anything. I wrote a lot but never told them. Recently, I told her that I used to write 
a lot about the past.

Interviewer asks daughter: Why didn’t you ever tell them?

Daughter replies: They were already stressed. I didn’t want to add to their worries.

Interviewer reacts: She takes good care of you, and you take good care of her.

Mother and daughter laugh and react: Yes...

(Afghan mother and daughter)

Throughout this interview, it became evident how challenging it was for the mother 
and the father, who joined later on, to have to rely on their youngest daughter due to 
the language barrier and the absence of available interpreters who might have sup-
ported them in keeping their ‘protective shields’ as parents intact.76 Despite their 
efforts to ease her burden, these were hindered by structural barriers, particularly 
those related to language and accessibility. For instance, the mother constantly 
asks civil servants and social professionals to handle matters via WhatsApp with 
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her, allowing her to easily use translation apps and thereby manage communica-
tions directly. However, since official processes often require an email address, 
which she lacks for now, she repeatedly has to rely on her daughter’s email. The 
parents also explicitly requested administrative support from the OCMW/CPAS to 
navigate the administrative burden, yet their request was rejected.

Because of her fluency in Dutch, the daughter takes up several tasks on behalf 
of the rest of the family. This form of care towards her family came naturally 
to her, as she tried to reduce her parents’ distress about the situation. It dem-
onstrates how the language barrier, and everything that impacts it and is im-
pacted by it, affects the whole family, especially in intense situations of loss 
and unfamiliarity.

 Everything is [about] how they are looking at me (...) I am their father, I under-
stand it, they are looking at me and my situation. (...) Culturally, we are people 
that when we have someone happy at home, everybody is happy. But if someone 
understood that there is an issue, that someone is not happy, then everyone is 
not happy. (...) I am trying my best not to show them that I am struggling and in 
trouble and still I always encourage them: “We have a perfect life, we are good, we 
are safe now, we are not in danger.” Just in order to encourage them, I will try my 
best to do this. (...) But (...) they understand [the severity of the situation and how 
it impacts us as parents]. (...) Even if they don’t understand me, they understand 
how it must be for me; so they understand that their mother does not have the 
resistance that I have, for example. (...) She is kind of okay, but she is suffering 
a lot from everything we’ve lost and for this reason, the children don’t ask us for 
much materially or financially, for instance. (Afghan father)

4.5	 CONCLUSION: LANGUAGE AS A KEY THAT LOCKS MANY 
DOORS

Learning Dutch or French is often portrayed as the ultimate key that non-Europe-
an newcomers need to access Belgian society. In this chapter, we explored the 
multiple hurdles that prevent refugee family members from obtaining this key, 
and how not having this key keeps so many doors closed.

The assumption that attending classroom-based language courses always leads 
to a sufficient acquisition of language skills in order to become ‘self-reliant’, leaves 
those unable to (rapidly) comply with language expectations unable to communi-
cate or navigate the administrative burden. Especially in Flanders, the increasingly 
strong policy focus on Dutch proficiency risks raising the barriers to inclusion.
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I loved Turkey, I loved Istanbul. I was sad [about having to 
leave]. But I told [my family]: “We died in Turkey, but were 
reborn here.” But without a father or mother. When you 
have a mother or father, they teach you languages, they 
teach you everything. (...) How to walk. (...) [But] when I 
came here, I knew nothing. (Turkish father)
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INTRODUCTION

In the previous chapters, we demonstrated how policies generate different bar-
riers to the social inclusion of refugee families, who have to navigate their way 
through a maze of expectations and rules. But what impact do these winding, 
unpredictable inclusion pathways have on refugee families’ general sense of 
well-being?

In the interviews, members of refugee families often described well-being in 
terms of ‘being happy’, ‘feeling at ease’ or ‘feeling at home’. Conversely, some of 
our interviewees referred to ‘migration pain’. Rather than adopting an individu-
alised view on well-being as a ‘healthy’ state of mind ‒ in contrast to trauma or 
other pathologies ‒ we take an environmental approach that views psychoso-
cial well-being as being intertwined with the material and structural conditions in 
which people arrive.77 As an initial step towards such a ‘systematic perspective’,78 
the previous chapters mapped out some of the main policy and support gaps. In 
this chapter, we examine how these structural barriers influence the well-being of 
refugee families.

Unlike ‘etic’ interpretations, which analyse experiences from an external ob-
server’s perspective, we adopt an ‘emic’ approach that focuses on how refugee 
families themselves understand and interpret their experiences. In this chapter, 
together with refugee families, we unravel exactly which factors contribute to or 
hinder their well-being after their arrival.79

While much of this discussion focuses on the challenges, the barriers erected 
by integration policies, and the structural vulnerabilities faced by refugee fami-
lies, it is equally important to recognise how these narratives also reveal resilient 
moves. In earlier research, Mieke Groeninck and colleagues80 described these 
moves as all the efforts that refugee families undertake ‒ often together with a 
wide range of actors, such as practitioners, volunteers and neighbours. These 
efforts involve both coping with structural circumstances (such as the lack of 
affordable housing and dealing with discrimination) and the strategies that fami-
lies deploy to resist or negotiate these circumstances. In short, we will look at 
what refugee families do within and beyond the parameters of what government 
policies expect from them.

Besides documenting their experiences of pain, loss and their strategies of cop-
ing and resistance, we also delve into social situations in which refugee families 
have inspired Belgians and, motivated by a desire for social connectivity, some-
times actively contributed to a broader sense of neighbourliness.
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5.1	 FROM DISORIENTATION TO ‘MINOR INTEGRATIONS’

 In April, when I arrived and got my [identity] card, there were no [language] 
classes – they had already started. I had to wait. No classes in the summer. So, I 
had to wait until September. Six months just staying at home, and that was hard. 
The hardest period was actually at the beginning because I didn’t know anyone. 
It’s also a small village, where you can’t easily get around by yourself. And I didn’t 
know the system, the culture, everything... (...) I didn’t have a driver’s license at 
the time. I had to use public transport if I wanted to go somewhere, but I didn’t 
know the language. How do I go? Where should I go? So, I always had to go with 
my husband. That was also hard for me because I am someone who usually does 
everything independently. (Palestinian mother)

As this quote shows, arriving in a new, often unwelcoming and highly complicat-
ed bureaucratic context in which one does not know the local ‘system’ or ‘culture’, 
can lead to a profound sense of disorientation and connection. This was often 
narrated in terms of a lack of knowledge on where to go or how to do something 
the right way. They often pointed to a lack of resources with which they could 
orientate themselves within the complexity of daily life in this new environment.

 Interviewer: What do you miss the most from Turkey?

Family and activities with family, doing things with family. I knew everything in 
Turkey, so it was easy for me to live there, but here everything is different. I miss 
that about Turkey too, but now I’m adjusted here, so it’s not a problem anymore. 
But in the beginning, it was difficult for me. (...) Though [sometimes], I still feel 
that way. During my maternity leave, I didn’t know what to do. That’s why I got my 
salary [via health insurance] two months late. (...) So, everything is still very dif-
ficult. Even buying a house – I’m like a baby, so I need to ask about all the details. 
(Turkish mother)

As we showed in Chapter 4, language barriers play a crucial role in this process:

 When you’re here for the first time, it’s hard to understand, but you feel like a 
baby. (...) You want to go to Brussels, but you don’t know how. (...) We tried on our 
own, step by step. (...) With GPS. But it wasn’t easy. (...) Finding work in Dutch is 
another challenge. It wasn’t easy. (...) We made our own CV and then prepared 
it in Dutch and French. But, yes, with our Dutch and French, we couldn’t make a 
100% correct CV or cover letter. So, you always need to find someone to help. Yes, 
and sometimes, I send my motivation letter to my children’s teacher. “Can you 
check this and correct the mistakes?” Sometimes I send it to my Dutch teacher. 
“Can you look at my motivation letter?” (...) So, with every step, like a child, you 
have to ask someone for help. That’s really difficult. (Turkish mother)
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The French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu refers to this experience of being socially 
and personally ‘out of touch’ with the social context in which they have ended up 
as a form of ‘hysteresis’.81 Feminist author and independent scholar Sara Ahmed 
discusses something similar in her book, The Promise of Happiness, when she 
describes how a migrant family struggles to relate to “the national game”, using 
football as an example.82 However, we can use her example as a metaphor to 
illustrate how ‘hysteresis’ implies a lack of knowledge of ‘the rules of the game’ 
in a new environment ‒ an environment that, we might add, often seems to com-
plicate the game for certain ‘new players’ who might not know anyone else. A 
Palestinian mother, for instance, told us:

 I didn’t know anyone, there was no family. I didn’t know the rules in the street 
and in the store. Everything was difficult for the first six months. (Palestinian 
mother)

According to social scientists building on Bourdieu’s work, such a situation of 
‘hysteresis’ is the result of how the social environment is organised: certain skills, 
knowledge and achievements are recognised, while others are treated as irrel-
evant ‒ think of the social skills that are needed to really connect with other peo-
ple, and the ability to speak the local language.83

Many refugee families found this revaluation ‒ or rather devaluation ‒ of their 
skills very disorienting. While civic integration courses generally provided a foot-
hold in this period of ‘hysteresis’, this was seldom sufficient. Either these courses 
came too late in their inclusion pathway, or the content was too far removed from 
refugee families’ daily concerns and questions. In addition, the civic integration 
courses were different, depending on the municipality in which they ended up.

 I fully respect the societies, the communities and the cultural issues, because 
I knew this before I moved to Brussels [due to previous visits]. (...) So this is ok for 
me, how people live, how people work; for this I don’t have a problem. My problem 
is (...) I don’t know what to do, how to do. (...) I say these things, [and] more or 
less it’s related to the social integration classes and activities of the government. 
(...) So if that was proper and appropriate, then people will not get much trouble 
and problems. (...) I got it after fourteen months of being in Brussels, in Belgium. I 
faced many difficulties [in the meantime]. (...) It would be more useful to have it at 
the start. But even if you think about the contents, it’s just a waste of time. (...) In 
the integration classes only history, a quick modern history of Belgium, which can 
be given to the students or to the people as a reading material, not wasting time 
in the class for two hours to read that. Instead they need to know, they need to 
learn very practical things: how they work, how to find work, how does it work, how 
to register, how to find a house, where, how to go to OCMW/CPAS for example, 
how to go to VDAB [Flemish Employment Agency], ... If you face this problem with 



Refugee families after recognition68

these people, how do you manage it? The practical things. How do you manage 
your waste? That is the only part that I found useful from the orientation classes! 
(Afghan father)

After having learned ‘the rules of the game’, many family members felt compelled 
to support other newcomers in order to ease their entry into Belgian society. This 
was the result of having experienced the feeling of:

 (...) having no one when I just arrived. That was one of the reasons why I 
chose to become a referrer in diversity. Because in my own private life, I had no 
one to support me. (Palestinian referrer in diversity)

These referrers in diversity offer both practical as well as social and emotional 
support. They support newcomers both figuratively and literally along parts of 
their inclusion pathway.

 [Due to our services as intercultural mediators] I’ve seen how the [migrant] 
families are relieved of some problems. They come with stress; for example, a 
woman has an appointment at the hospital on that day, but she doesn’t know the 
way. So we print out the road via google maps and the first time I go with her and 
show that in practice. We come here and say: “You take this bus here” and this 
and that “to X,” that’s the first time. So step by step. The second time, we print that 
road from Google Maps on paper and she’s going to do that herself as an exer-
cise. So step by step, it’s less stressful for her to go to an appointment because 
now she can find her way very easily. Or there was someone who had to call every 
time to order food for a disabled child, who only gets food through a tube. And the 
idea is not that we would call the supplier every time to order, because after our 
guidance, he has to do that himself. So the first time, I called myself, the second 
time also, but the third time, I wrote what he had to say and translated into Arabic. 
He speaks Dutch, but not fluently. So he could call, but I was sitting next to him, 
so in case of stress or a problem, I could help. We tried that and the first time it 
worked and he was very happy. The second time, he could just order food by him-
self over the phone, whereas before that was a problem for him. And so the stress 
actually decreased little by little. (Syrian intercultural intermediator)

As discussed previously, such intercultural mediators, referrers in diversity or 
other types of bridging figures are not present in every municipality.84 However, 
even when such professional support is lacking, settled immigrants often offer 
voluntary support to help newly arrived families to overcome the condition of 
‘hysteresis’:

 Formerly unaccompanied minor: [When my mum and sister first arrived here,] 
it was like a completely different planet for them. They couldn’t and didn’t dare to 
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go outside because they didn’t know their way around. It’s just that all the streets 
look the same. If you leave one street and go to another, you can’t find your way 
back. In Afghanistan, we have big houses, and yeah, everything here is different.

Interviewer: And how has that changed now? How did they learn? Did you help 
them with that, or how did they manage?

Formerly unaccompanied minor: Ehm, there’s a big park here (...). And it’s very 
close to us. In the summer, a lot of Afghan women come there every afternoon. 
They have picnics, almost every day. And they also visit each other’s homes. Yes, 
and now [my mum and sister] know them, so they sometimes visit each other. (...) 
[And then] the women helped with everything else.

Interviewer: And what about buses and trams? Do they take those too?

Formerly unaccompanied minor: Yes, alone to school, yes. Because they know the 
way. They take the same route every day.

Interviewer: And who taught them that, the way to school?

Formerly unaccompanied minor: I did. (...) I had to go with them for the first time. 
(Afghan formerly unaccompanied minor)

As this fragment shows, ‘hysteresis’ is usually a temporary condition.85 This con-
dition is reduced through what researchers Karel Arnaut, Luce Beeckmans and 
Bruno Meeus call ‘minor integrations’86: the gradual acquisition of specific skills 
and knowledge about where and how to do tasks the right way, that is, accord-
ing to the rules of the game. Such ‘minor integrations’ take place whenever any-
one enters into an unknown social context where other norms, rules or expecta-
tions apply. At the same time, these interactions can also change these social 
contexts.87

Many refugee families, however, are faced with additional barriers, such as strict 
language requirements, limited access to housing and all kinds of discrimina-
tion88 (see Chapters 3 and 4). This is the result of multiple gaps in policies and 
support: a lack of formal support and fragmented policy that sometimes deliber-
ately raises barriers to refugee families’ social inclusion. Instead, refugee fami-
lies often rely on the informal support from people in their immediate surround-
ings. This was particularly evident when we asked a Palestinian mother what 
‘integration’ means to her:

 Integration happens after one year, I feel, [that’s when] I know everything. (...) 
Afterwards, you can go to Brussels alone, you can book tickets by yourself, you 
can go to school to enrol yourself, to the market, to many places, to the municipal-
ity... If you can go to the municipality to do something, ... So everything happens 
after one year. For me, I could do things on my own after one year, so that’s good 
integration (laughs).
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Interviewer: And did someone teach you all that?

Yes. My husband, other friends, school... yeah. (...) Only the things that come with 
integration in Belgium. How you can use the hospital, for example. (...) The first 
time, [someone helps you]. Two times, three times... then after one year, you can 
do it yourself. (Palestinian mother)

This informal support, however, is not always sufficient. Even when refugee fami-
lies fulfil all the expectations regarding their ‘integration’, they do not necessarily 
attain an overall sense of well-being. During their inclusion pathways people of-
ten also struggle with various aspects of what one of our interviewees described 
as ‘migration pain’.

5.2	 MIGRATION PAIN AND PARTIAL WELL-BEING

 Migration pain lasts a very long time. [By migration pain], I mean everything 
that caused you pain during your migration process: leaving your family, your net-
work, your friends, the difficulties you faced during the journey, and then the chal-
lenges in the host country, like in the reception centres. But there are also beauti-
ful things, of course, like the new network you build, which stays with you. The 
people who stand by you; you never forget them. For example, in the reception 
centre, we met people we’re still friends with. That’s also part of migration pain 
because you share it, along with your integration process here. (...) For instance, 
when you hear stories from other refugees, it brings you back to your own story. 
That pain is something that lasts a very long time. I know people who have been 
here for 30 years and still feel that pain. (...) For me, it was a forced departure, and 
I had to leave my emotional baggage behind – my family, my friends, my home – 
and start from zero here. (...) Like a child. A child without a name, without parents, 
without a country, without an identity, nothing. It’s incredibly difficult. If you’re a 
child with parents, with an identity and a name, it’s easier to live... But as a child 
with nothing, it’s very hard. I think that’s the biggest part of migration pain that 
stays with everyone, especially for people who come here alone, without family or 
friends. (Afghan father)

This dense account combined many different experiences. This Afghan refugee 
was a student at Kabul University, and had to leave overnight after receiving 
indirect death threats through his highly placed father. What he poignantly de-
scribes as ‘migration pain’ includes what we would call ‘the migration wound’. 
On the one hand, this refers to the pain caused by forced displacement, or to 
hardships endured during their journey,89 which are often caused by repressive 
migration and border policies.90 On the other hand, it refers to the structural 
problems people face after arrival, which generate a sense of having made a 
sacrifice. People who migrate often lose all kinds of social and cultural capital 
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‒ or, to be more precise, the social and cultural capital that they have has lost its 
value in the new social field they have entered.91 An Afghan mother pointed out 
some of these losses:

 Interviewer: What has been the hardest thing for your mother to cope with?

Son translating for mother: She says, it’s a kind of homeland [that you are lacking]. 
That’s definitely very important. But here, the language was very difficult, and eve-
rything was so different from what we had in Afghanistan. Everything was hard 
at the beginning. (...) She never imagined she would emigrate at the age of 55. 
(...) Everything happened so suddenly and on our [her children’s] request. (...) It all 
happened right away. (Afghan family)

Many refugee families initially felt that they lacked the local knowledge and skills 
to root themselves in a different society. Unsurprisingly, they suffered from anxi-
ety in this particular period. The complex policies and policy gaps put substantial 
mental pressure on refugee families to internalise the rules as soon as possible, 
without equipping them with the necessary tools to do so. In addition, this anxi-
ety was fuelled by the sometimes rather closed, even hostile attitude of settled 
Belgians.92 We encountered many accounts of a paralysing fear of making mis-
takes in administrative procedures, of having to move again, of losing important 
documents, and of communicating in a new language.

 In the beginning, people hesitate to make contact. For example, at first, I 
felt like I had to find the exact right word to speak with someone who is Bel-
gian because I might say something that isn’t acceptable in their culture. So, 
(...) I had to think carefully before I spoke, and process things in my mind... 
This causes a lot of anxiety and tension. But the more you stay in contact, the 
easier those barriers become, and eventually, you stop overthinking. Then you 
realise it’s okay to make mistakes. People don’t observe or judge you because 
they understand it’s new for you. However, there are many misunderstandings 
too. For instance, if someone looks at me, I might think it’s because I’m a refu-
gee, or because I’m in Belgium, and there isn’t regular contact with that person. 
(Afghan father)

 It’s just... [daring to take] that step to communicate in Dutch and approach 
people. Sometimes there’s doubt, like, “Will that person be friendly?” (...) For 
some, there’s this feeling of, “They don’t want us either.” And that is because... 
you feel it. I had that feeling at the beginning when I lived in [municipality X]. At 
first, yes, how people look at you, their mannerisms, and so on. It’s like they don’t 
want contact either, so I’m not going to bother [approaching them]. But later, I took 
the step myself, by saying “hello.” (Palestinian mother)
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These accounts demonstrate how the sense of being ‘different’ and unwelcome 
is often the result of instances of racism and discrimination based on physical 
and religious features. As was the case with this Somalian daughter:

 I sort of feel at home here. But not completely. (...) Because on good days, it’s 
okay. I have good moments. But sometimes I have difficulties with people, I feel 
like they resist me, or, you know, they treat me less than they treat white people, 
just because I’m black, because I’m Muslim, because I wear a hijab. Then I feel 
like “Oh my god, why am I even here?” Then sometimes you go to job interviews, 
and they’ll hire a lot of other people but not you, and they don’t have a good reason 
why. (...) And you really think “Ah okay, it’s just my hijab, that’s the problem.” And 
others sometimes literally say: “You cannot work there with your hijab.” (Formerly 
unaccompanied minor from Somalia)

Apart from racism and discrimination, members of refugee families also faced 
cultural prejudice and stereotypes. The constant need to renounce and respond 
to these prejudices proved to be exhausting.

 I didn’t feel at home in [municipality X], because when people came to me, 
they would immediately start speaking French. But I’d say, “I don’t speak French, 
sorry.” “How come? You’re Moroccan?” “No, I’m not Moroccan.” “What?” “I’m from 
Palestine.” “What is Palestine?” “Where is Palestine?” “Pakistan, is it Pakistan?” 
“No, it’s another country.” It’s hard. What’s difficult is that you always have to 
explain yourself, tell your story, and so on. Sometimes it’s really hard to share 
all those details, to explain your journey. “How long have you been in Belgium?” 
Yeah. “You speak Dutch very well.” “Thank you.” That wasn’t easy. (...) If I hadn’t 
decided myself to take that step... Because I see around me so many people who 
just can’t do it. (...) Mentally, emotionally, or they just don’t have the strength to 
keep going. Sometimes you feel blocked by everything you see. And then, how do 
you step out of that circle and move forward? (...) I just thought to myself, “I can’t 
go on like this anymore.” Those first six months were really... (...) I was thinking 
about going back to Palestine. I couldn’t do it anymore; it was too hard. But if I 
went back, I wouldn’t have a job. And my children, by then, didn’t want to go back 
either [the interview was prior to the war]. (Palestinian mother)

This sense of being ‘different’ and excluded sometimes led to a lack of self-
confidence, as was the case with this Syrian refugee, who fled to Belgium as a 
teenager.

 You come here with the feeling of “Finally, I’ve made it, and now I’m going to 
make my dreams come true.” You have a lot of faith in your dream, and then you 
run into the reality here of “you’re not welcome, you’re a burden to us.” All those 
things like racism, discrimination, no warm welcome, make sure that in the begin-
ning you have to fight. That was my case. I fight, I fight, I fight to find a place, but 
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at some point, your energy runs out, and you start doubting yourself. Everything 
here is beautiful, the buildings are beautiful, the people are beautiful, everyone 
wears nice clothes, drives nice cars, so I don’t fit here. You start questioning your-
self. Because you start questioning yourself as a person, you begin to lose your 
self-confidence. A person with no self-confidence can mean nothing to society. 
(Syrian man)

In addition to feelings of loss and being ‘different’, ‘migration pain’ is also caused 
by factors such as the difficulties in accessing decent housing and long-term 
employment.93

 Daughter: [When we were in the emergency housing], we had to go every week 
to the OCMW/CPAS to prove we were looking for houses. We felt that stress be-
cause I always had to call those houses, saying I wanted an appointment on a 
particular day. I always had to go with my parents to visit the houses, and I would 
get home really late. Then I had to study for school because I had exams. We kept 
going to those houses, and I had to talk, but in the end, none of the houses worked 
out. So, we got hit with disappointment again. (...)

Mother: Yes, almost a year of constantly searching, taking the train, the bus, and 
so on. A lot of problems, a lot of stress. (...) I always went to house visits, but then 
someone else got chosen. I did all the paperwork, and then others got selected. A 
lot of stress, yes. (...) We’ve been in Belgium for seven years, and it’s been stress, 
stress, stress. (...) After I work and get Belgian nationality, then it will be better; 
then a little less stress. (Afghan mother and daughter)

The following account from a Turkish father illustrates the specific challenges 
of navigating a period of economic precarity. He describes feeling conflicted be-
tween the discomfort of financial dependency on the OCMW/CPAS ‒ which also 
signified taking a step backwards, both socially and economically ‒ and the need 
to work persistently to achieve a high level of Dutch proficiency.94

 Economically, it was difficult. (...) Many educated people don’t want to finish 
all the courses because the OCMW/CPAS money isn’t enough, so they have to 
work. That’s why you could be a doctor or someone else, but instead of learning 
the language, they have to take another job, quickly do something else. (...) But 
we made a choice with my wife. Okay, a little patience... Be patient, yes, but after 
learning these languages, we can get a better job. (...) We chose this path to help 
us. And we found a good job. (...) [But those first two years] financially, it was 
hard. Maybe also... socially [limited]. (Turkish father)

All of these components of migration pain are closely intertwined. In scientific 
literature, this is sometimes described as ‘loss caravans’, a succession of mu-
tually reinforcing experiences of loss.95 In addition to the possible trauma of 
fleeing, aspects such as the hardships endured during the journey, the profound 
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insecurity experienced during the asylum process, and economic precarity can 
all lead to prolonged feelings of anxiety. These findings align with a Dutch study 
carried out in 2017, according to which 42% of Syrian refugees who arrived in the 
Netherlands in 2014 reported frequently feeling anxious, down and depressed 
whereas this was the case for less than 15% of Dutch people.96 A follow-up study 
conducted in 2019 showed that this proportion had fallen slightly from 42% to 
38%, yet remained worryingly high.97 These are concerning figures, to say the 
least.

5.3	 THE IMPORTANCE OF FAMILY

The presence of family continues to be crucial for the well-being of refugees. 
Without family, the risk of psychosocial vulnerability98 is greater, while having 
family nearby gives them power and energy. Parents, in particular, often feel that 
they have a responsibility towards their family members, and that they need to 
set an example. The well-being of family members is a strong motivator. As a 
Turkish father testifies:

 [During our first period in Belgium,] we had to find strength, we had to work, 
we had to support each other. Help each other forward, the whole family. If I were 
here alone, maybe I wouldn’t be able to work, wouldn’t be able to study Dutch, or 
anything else, maybe I couldn’t do that. Family is very important [for motivation]. 
(...) With children, it’s better. (...) You have to feel that way. My children need to 
grow up in a good life, so I have to do extra... (...) Extra work, extra do your best. 
And being an example is very important, I have to be an example too. (Turkish 
father)

Although the safety and proximity of family members play a crucial role in the 
well-being of refugees, Belgian migration policy is generating increasing barriers 
to family reunification. To date (spring 2025), recognised refugees and beneficiar-
ies of subsidiary protection are, for the first year after being granted international 
protection, exempt from a number of additional conditions that are imposed on 
other third-country nationals to initiate a family reunion procedure. These are 
mainly requirements governing income (120% of the living wage: € 2,131.28 net 
income per month today), suitable housing and health insurance.

However, research by Pascal Debruyne99 shows that many refugee families are 
separated for a long time because, firstly, the application has to be made from 
abroad at a Belgian diplomatic post and, secondly, numerous certificates have 
to be ‘legalised’. This entails huge financial costs.100 The Arizona government 
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has announced that it wants to raise these thresholds even further, especially for 
people with subsidiary protection. In practice, they would have to wait up to two 
years after recognition before starting a family reunion procedure, and income 
thresholds would go up to 110% of the monthly average net income, with 10% 
added for each dependent child. Recognised refugees would be given a shorter 
exemption period of only six months to apply remotely. All this will keep family 
members separated for longer, affecting the well-being and social inclusion of all 
family members concerned.101

While the presence of children can be motivating, some parents also struggle 
with the feeling of parental sacrifice. They put aside their own well-being for the 
future and happiness of their children.102 This is evident, for example, in the fol-
lowing story of a Palestinian mother who arrived in Belgium through a family re-
unification process. After living independently in Gaza for a long time as a single 
working mother of two, she had to adjust to living with her husband again. Due to 
family reunification rules, she had to live with him for five years after arriving in 
Belgium, or she risked losing her right of residence. This placed her in a depend-
ent position.103

 A few years ago, the plan was [to get a divorce]. But for the sake of my chil-
dren, I won’t do that. Just moving forward, it’s part of the pressure, you just have 
to stay a family. Yes, you’re actually alone here. The feeling of loneliness some-
times... [And yet] when people from outside look at me, they say: “But you have 
everything” [by which they mean: a proper house, a nice job, language skills].

Interviewer: But you don’t feel that way?

No. When you have the possibility to work here, it’s [usually] not your [first] choice. 
You have to. We bought a house, and it was hard to get everything in order. It 
took a lot of energy from me. And later, during the renovation period. It was really 
hard... And then okay, it’s fine now, but in the meantime, I feel dead inside. I don’t 
feel it. When I’m home, okay, it’s nice, we’ve done everything, but I’d rather be in my 
little apartment in Gaza [which has completely been destroyed in the meantime, 
by Israeli bombing]. But that feeling comes up occasionally. That’s why I just stay 
busy, always. (Palestinian mother)

Although this mother could ‘tick off’ several requirements that the policy placed 
under ‘integration’ ‒ such as Dutch language skills and employment ‒ this did not 
automatically translate into a general sense of well-being. On the one hand, she 
also had the assumption that through ‘affective contagion’104 ‒ a concept devel-
oped by Sara Ahmed ‒ she would gradually become happy about the same things 
as the people from the new close environment, so as to belong to a shared ‘af-
fective community’. On the other hand, she struggles with a more complex reality 
and an experience of ‘partial well-being’: a layered and constantly changing sense 



Refugee families after recognition76

of well-being, without completely negating the dormant sense of migratory pain. 
Family dynamics play a crucial role in this, and are put under pressure by the tight 
regulations governing family reunification.105

5.4	 FROM UNILATERAL ASSIMILATION TO THE MULTIPLE 
SOURCES OF HAPPINESS

Policy-makers and traditional academic research on ‘integration’, ‘assimilation’ 
and ‘acculturation’ often assume that newcomers gradually adapt to their new 
environment, and that the difference between newcomers and the settled popula-
tion will erode over generations. The assumption is that newcomers increasingly 
adopt elements of ‘the’ local culture and leave behind those of their home coun-
try.106 One might infer that this adaptation also applies to their well-being: that 
migration pain gradually fades away as one becomes part of the local society. The 
reality turns out to be a lot more complex.107 An Afghan father explains this clearly:

 I think the easiest process is to bring in your [own] culture but also be open 
to other cultures to learn. Because if you clash with other cultures, you can come 
back to your own culture, because you do know that culture and from there you 
get back the strength to continue and do your process. But if you leave your own 
culture behind, then you go to other cultures and there you clash a lot... and then 
you have nothing to return to. (Afghan father)

“Bringing in your own culture, but also being open to the other culture,” echoes 
Sara Ahmed’s reflections on being part of several affective communities at once:

 The experience of migration makes explicit how we [each of us] always oc-
cupy more than one community; if the possibility that we occupy more than one 
community is structural, then even one community involves the experience of 
more than one.108

Being part of multiple ‘affective communities’ – which we all are, as the citation 
explains, also proves crucial for the well-being of refugee families. According 
to Ahmed, such an attitude of openness also implies that “we do not all have to 
place our hopes for happiness in the same things”. Because adopting the rules 
of the local game does not necessarily lead to happiness (arriving from the same 
things). At the same time, this openness can also lead to the game being changed 
from within through the arrival of new players. In the next section, we explore how 
‘neighbourliness’ can be an example of this.109



‘Migration Pain’, Neighbourliness and Well-being 77

5.5	 NEIGHBOURLINESS AND ‘AFFECTIVE CONTAGION’

 Interviewer: Do you feel comfortable and ‘at home’ where you live right now?

Yes, I feel very good. (...) I have good neighbours. (...) When my baby was born, 
everyone came with flowers and gifts for me. (...) At first, when I arrived in [munici-
pality X], I wanted to talk to people. But there was no one..., and I was a bit afraid 
to... to talk with our neighbour, this man. Because I thought: “Maybe he doesn’t 
want us here...” I didn’t dare to talk with him. I didn’t want to ask him for anything. 
But actually, I see now that he’s a very good man. He always helps us or plays with 
the kids. (Palestinian mother)

During the conversations with refugee families, significant attention was given 
to migration pain caused by the structural issues that have been highlighted in 
previous chapters. As the interviews progressed, we also talked about the mo-
ments when they experienced or had experienced a sense of happiness and well-
being and what that was about. We talked about the present, the past, what they 
remembered, or what they were striving for (again) here.

One recurring theme in this regard was the question of contentment with one’s 
place of residence and to what extent or not this related to a sense of belong-
ing or feeling at home. To illustrate these reflections, multiple family members 
emphasised the significance of a specific kind of neighbourliness. People vividly 
recalled how, in their former home countries, ‘the social fabric’ among neighbours 
revolved around sharing food,110 practices of hospitality, or (material and other 
forms of) support, all ‘without having to make an appointment’.111 They often ex-
perience social life in Belgium as very different. When this is seen as a social 
loss, it can have an impact on people’s well-being, and in particular their sense of 
feeling at home.

 I don’t know my neighbours here by name, but by face. We greet each other, 
but [there are] cultural constraints here because even from country to country, it 
is... [different]. (...) In my country, people come, knock on the door, you open the 
door, they are having some food, for instance, when we have cooked something 
very special and we give some of it to our neighbour, and just you send it, knock 
the door and they will open; she opens the door and you give them a plate of 
something sweet and they receive it with thankfulness, and they keep the plate 
(...) for some time. When the time comes, they make something special [on their 
turn], they give it back to you and this is the way of working. But here it’s not. Here 
even [when a son wants to visit his mother], they have to call, they have to make 
an appointment, they have to say that when you are available when you are not. 
(Afghan father)
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Even when discussing feelings of not being welcome or being ‘different’, the role 
of neighbourliness was a recurrent topic:

 In our societies in the East and in Arab cultures, we have many warm feelings 
towards others. For example, I need to know my neighbours, visit them, bring them 
food – that’s how people know each other. And they engage in many activities, like 
sitting outside, for instance, on chairs, everyone gathers, they laugh and talk. But 
here, that’s not the case. In the past it was, but not anymore. (...) Here, I don’t know 
my neighbours. Maybe we talk once or twice in two years, but that’s it. (...) And I 
think some people can’t accept this situation. They interpret it differently because 
they are not on the same path. So they understand it differently. (...) But I regret 
not knowing my neighbours. Once during COVID, we brought coffee and wine and 
talked. Then we met and had conversations, but after that: no. (Palestinian father)

The lack of the ‘affective community’ to which refugees belonged in their country 
of origin reinforces the feeling of ‘hysteresis’ (see supra),112 of not (yet) being 
rooted in a new environment with different customs.

 I only know my neighbours a little, not so much. Because I work, I don’t have 
much time. I only get home around six or seven. On weekends, I still have things 
to take care of. But it will come. (...) For example, now I’ve moved to [municipality 
X]. (...) But I still don’t really know my neighbours, except for ‘hello’, ‘good day’, and 
so on, but not really. Except for the ones next to us a little, sometimes we talk, but 
not much. (...) But for now, for example, I have contact with the parents of my chil-
dren’s friends. (...) I sometimes see those parents at their place, and they come to 
us as well. It’s nice... Also my neighbour, she’s very friendly. We’ve already visited 
each other a few times and such. But the culture is different. For instance, in our 
culture, it’s normal that if you see your neighbour coming over, it’s like, “Come in, 
here’s some coffee,” and so on. But here, you have to ask first. Can it be done? If 
my daughter goes to play at their house, or that girl or someone else comes to 
our house, it has to be planned and organised. Sometimes it’s hard. After a while, 
in your life, you’ve had your friends, and starting anew... It’s okay, you’ll meet a 
lot of people, but who will really stay close to you? That will be difficult. I also 
think that’s why some people always look for others who share the same culture... 
(Palestinian mother)

We also spoke to some families who had people of the same ethnic, cultural, na-
tional or linguistic background in their circle of close friends, which enabled them 
to (at least partially) recover old neighbourly habits. With the help of the informal 
support provided by these social networks, they were able to navigate Belgian 
society (see Chapter 6). Despite their intentions, several refugee families found it 
very challenging to establish contact with Belgian neighbours113:
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 But it also depends on the neighbours. Some people are just not open or 
ready to engage with others. I know that we Arabs are always social. But some-
times, because of the language barrier, newcomers are hesitant to reach out. 
That’s why we’re now trying a bit to encourage people to get involved in volunteer 
work. (Palestinian Referrer in diversity)

 Now, we have lovely neighbours. (...) One of them is an old man, 80 years 
old. Belgians. (...) If I have problems, I always go to one of my neighbours. But 
I really struggled with it [previously]. One day I wanted to pick up my son, and I 
forgot my key inside. And then my husband also... the second key was with him 
and he wasn’t at home. So, I was sitting here on the stairs waiting for him with 
my son. Then the neighbour saw me. I was also pregnant. And he asked, “Why 
are you sitting here?” He said he spoke a little Arabic. And I said I had forgotten 
my key. “What are you sitting here for? I am your neighbour, right? Why don’t you 
knock on my door so you can come inside and wait?” I said I didn’t know. Whether 
we spoke Arabic or English... I don’t know how we communicated, but he said it. 
“Come inside.” So, we went inside. He made us drinks and such. We stayed until 
my husband arrived. After that, I was very happy to have seen someone. A little 
chat. In Arabic and such. (...) It’s really hard when someone doesn’t start [the first 
move] with you. Together, you’re stronger. (Eritrean mother)

These stories show how different actors contribute to maintaining and renewing 
the social fabric of this neighbourhood.114 But the arrival of new players in the 
game can also revitalise and enrich the game itself. Their sense of neighbour-
liness can become ‘affectively contagious’. This is illustrated by the following 
story of a Turkish family:

 We live in [municipality X], a bit of a chaotic place. Not chaotic, but in a big 
apartment building. Fifty years old. And mostly older people live here. So, we are 
nicely surrounded. We wanted to... We thought a bit with our mentality: “Okay, 
we’ll make friends with our neighbours.” So, at the beginning... during Christmas 
and later at other festive times as well, my wife – she’s really good in the kitch-
en  – prepared some special things, and I offered them to a few people [in the 
building]. But they were really surprised. They asked, “Why?” But it’s a celebration, 
and we wanted to... (laughs)... And I asked my friends why those people [were 
surprised]... There was also a man and his wife who was blind. And they didn’t un-
derstand why we were bringing something at that time [around Christmas]. They 
didn’t know, actually. So I asked my friend why it’s like this. He said: “Here it’s a 
bit different. Maybe they thought you also wanted something from them.” I don’t 
know. But now we’ve understood a little. [That] It takes a bit of time. But [now] with 
our neighbours, we have very good contact. On the same floor, there are four of 
us [closely in relation]. They’re really nice, Bernard and his wife Marianne. (...) It’s 
going really well. (Turkish father)
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During conversations with refugee families and (in)formal actors surrounding 
them, this sort of neighbourliness was considered largely absent in the Belgian 
context.115 However, this Turkish father’s account shows that sometimes all it 
takes is a single connection between two neighbours, a small opening for a spark 
that comes from elsewhere.

5.6	 CONCLUSION: PUTTING WELL-BEING FIRST?

This book shows how all kinds of policy gaps create barriers in the inclusion 
pathways of refugee families. In this chapter, we illustrated the negative impact 
these barriers have on the well-being of refugee families, and how these fami-
lies then cope with them. If the government aims to promote the ‘self-reliance’ 
and ‘social participation’ of newcomers, we should consider their well-being as a 
crucial starting point, for at least two reasons. The first is a human reason, since 
self-reliance and social participation remain worthless if they do not lead to bet-
ter well-being. The second is a more pragmatic reason: without a basic sense of 
general well-being, people are unlikely to have the full mental capacity to learn a 
new language, find a place to live, take care of their families, and work their way 
through the Belgian bureaucracy. If the government expects newcomers to learn 
on a local, social and institutional level, then clearly the government itself should 
not impose further barriers to achieving this goal.

Aside from the policy gaps, building social relationships in Belgium does not 
come naturally to refugee families either. For people who have left more close-
knit communities behind, the lack of such communities can increase or prolong 
their migration pain, even when all the formal requirements of ‘integration’ have 
been met. Thus, circumstances that, in policies, are seen as ‘integration’ do not 
necessarily guarantee an overall sense of well-being. Conversely, however, we 
see that refugee families and other newcomers can contribute to unexpected 
forms of ‘conviviality’.116 Good neighbourliness involved a shared desire for a car-
ing neighbourhood, a situation that policy-makers and other actors are also striv-
ing towards. In this sense, the longing for neighbourliness and social connection 
that so many refugee families experience can be a means of achieving a warm 
society for settled Belgians too.
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Badr Came from Syria in 2016. When he arrived in Belgium, he 
slept for two nights in the Parc Maximilien, in the Brussels North 
Quarter, where other migrants were occupying the space due to a 
lack of reception facilities.117 The owner of a snack bar offered 
him something to eat. A sex worker that he encountered in the 
street saw that he was cold, and gave him a coat. Migrants in the 
park explained to him where he had to go for the asylum proce-
dure. Once his asylum application had been registered with the 
Immigration Office, he was sent to the reception centre in [small 
town X]. There, he met volunteers, in particular one woman, who 
practised French with him. After obtaining international protection 
a year later, he, like all refugees, was given only two months to 
leave the centre and secure housing on his own, due to the lack of 
practical support. Faced with numerous obstacles in the private 
housing market, however, he was unable to find any accommoda-
tion. The female volunteer he met when in the asylum centre found 
him an apartment via one of her acquaintances. She also helped 
Badr with the many administrative formalities involved in settling 
down, such as registering with the municipality and the health in-
surance fund, going to the OCMW/CPAS for social allowance, reg-
istering at the training centre for the mandatory integration pro-
gramme, etc.). She accompanied him to these public services for 
support in translating and for further follow-up. Having launched a 
family reunification procedure as soon as his status was recog-
nised, his wife and three children arrived a few months later. The 
family stayed in the apartment for some years, although they 
found it too small and too expensive. But they had no other option. 
The female volunteer became a family friend, visiting their home 
every week to practise French, to help with the children’s school-
work, and to support them with the ‘administrative burden’ (see 
Chapter 4). Formerly an engineer, Badr spent several years in a 
series of training programmes in the hope of finding work, without 
success. He eventually took on an informal job in a shop but as he 
felt exploited, he decided to leave. Later, he was employed for two 
years as a gardener through a social integration programme, 
which earned him the necessary “points” to access public social 
housing. His family recently moved in with him. Now unemployed 
again, Badr continues to apply for job vacancies, still hopeful 
about achieving economic independence.



Amina arrived in Brussels from Senegal, seeking refuge after flee-
ing her country due to its ban on abortion. Initially, she was housed 
by a compatriot she connected with through another fellow coun-
tryman she had met in a marketplace in Greece during her journey. 
After applying for international protection, she was accommodat-
ed in a collective reception centre in Brussels for several months. 
There, social workers informed her of the existence of different 
places that could help her settle down: she attended language 
courses at a training centre, took part in social activities through 
an association for newcomers, started the formalities for diploma 
recognition with a specialised organisation, and began the civic 
integration programme, while spending weekends at the home of 
another compatriot who guided her around the city. However, after 
her application was rejected, she was evicted from the collective 
reception centre. From then on, she was undocumented and lived 
in Brussels parks, emergency shelters, and squats. She worked 
informally in Afro hairdressing salons, braiding hair for a few eu-
ros a day. Over time, she fell into a depression, isolating herself in 
her squat room for entire days. A man responsible for cooking in 
the squat gave her the contact information for a centre for psycho-
logical support targeting refugees. There, she began regular ses-
sions with a psychologist who advised her to reapply for asylum. 
With the help of an organisation offering legal support, she con-
nected with a lawyer who, alongside a feminist organisation, as-
sisted her in obtaining international protection status. During the 
proceedings, a friend of the lawyer provided her with temporary 
lodging and voluntary support. While waiting for her international 
protection status to be granted, which she eventually obtained, 
she became pregnant, moved in with her partner, and was later 
abandoned by him, leaving her without housing, income, or family 
support. Her psychologist referred her to a maternity home, where 
she lived and received support during her pregnancy. The psychol-
ogist also contacted an association specialising in helping refu-
gees to access housing, which provided her with transitional hous-
ing and eventually long-term accommodation. Formerly a political 
science teacher, she is now following an education programme to 
become a data analyst.
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INTRODUCTION

The stories of Badr and Amina illustrate the challenges refugees face after receiv-
ing international protection. Due to the lack of formal support, refugee families 
risk getting stuck or experiencing disruptions in their inclusion pathways, both in 
terms of the necessary administrative procedures (Chapter 2) and their housing 
situation (Chapter 3). This has a clear impact on refugee families’ sense of well-
being and belonging (Chapter 5).

The fragmented policies and lack of support lead refugee families to seek sup-
port within public services, in NGOs, volunteer organisations, or in their own net-
works, in order to acquire information and practical assistance and to build their 
own pathways. To do so, they often end up making a ‘bricolage’ of various forms 
of support from a variety of actors.118 In this period of transition, it matters a great 
deal where families end up after leaving the collective reception centre has a 
major impact on their progress.

In this study, we examined the inclusion trajectories of refugee families in both a 
large city like Brussels and several smaller, suburban municipalities in Flanders 
and Wallonia. Since the availability of formal services, organisations, and volun-
teer initiatives varies greatly between municipalities, this chapter starts by con-
sidering this socio-spatial context to explore how various types of support play 
a crucial role in every location, albeit in different ways, to fill the gaps in policy.

6.1	 DIFFERENT MILIEUS, DIFFERENT FORMS OF SUPPORT

Where can people turn to when they need support? In this chapter, we focus on 
the people and places that play a role in supporting refugee families. We examine 
how families gain access to this support and illustrate how formal and informal 
support systems are interconnected within the various settings in which new-
comers must find their place.

Scholars have used a variety of concepts to show how crucial space is in shaping 
the inclusion pathways of immigrants.119 While space plays an equally significant 
role in small and mid-sized municipalities,120 social scientists have mainly focused 
on how metropolitan cities function as ‘privileged place[s] of arrival’,121 that pro-
vide many formal and informal resources and spaces for newcomers. Whether 
they talk about ‘zones in transition’122 where immigrants settle first, so-called “im-
migrant enclaves”,123 ‘arrival neighbourhoods’,124 or ‘arrival infrastructures’,125 the 
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key point is always the same: the place where immigrants arrive and settle is 
crucial to their inclusion.

In this chapter, we use the notion of ‘reception milieus’126 to refer to the entire set 
of social, economic, cultural, institutional, and infrastructural facilities and provi-
sions that newcomers encounter upon arrival in a new environment. Long-term 
residents are also part of this reception milieu. All these facilities and provisions 
play a crucial role in shaping newcomers’ inclusion trajectories. The concept is 
not only used in the context of migration but also extends to various other situa-
tions where the (in)hospitality of a place is examined.

Newcomers utilise both formal and informal support whenever possible or avail-
able. The availability of these forms of support can vary significantly from one 
municipality or city to another.

The term formal support refers to the professional services offered to refugees by 
government institutions, social welfare organisations, or subsidised NGOs. This 
includes public social welfare centres (OCMW/CPAS), integration programmes, 
language courses, and OKAN classes (special education for newcomers of 12 to 
18 years). It also encompasses non-profit organisations that provide specialised 
services, such as housing assistance, diploma recognition, family reunification 
support, legal advice, or psychological counselling. Formal support is typically 
characterised by a ‘service provision relationship’, which implies equal treatment 
for all, a relatively impersonal interaction, a time-limited support trajectory, and a 
focus on addressing a predefined problem.

Informal support, on the other hand, refers to assistance provided by acquaint-
ances, family and friends, established migrants, volunteers, or even by fleeting 
encounters. This form of support can take place in a wide variety of settings, 
ranging from locations where formal support is also provided, to public spaces, 
community events, shops, places of worship, or markets. Informal support often 
has different characteristics compared to formal support. For example, relation-
ships with volunteers can become personal, extending beyond solving a single 
specific problem. Or, the provided support may last much longer than formal sup-
port trajectories. It can also arise spontaneously from coincidental encounters 
and remain temporary or situational. In Flanders, Schrooten, Thys, and Debruyne 
refer to this phenomenon as “social shadow work”.127

As the stories of Badr and Amina illustrate, the forms of support available to 
refugee families strongly depend on where they settle. Amina’s trajectory is char-
acterised by support from both formal and informal actors and places, while 
Badr relied primarily on informal networks. Their experiences are shaped by two 
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different ‘reception milieus’: one in the context of a large city and the other in and 
around a smaller municipality. These two reception milieus differ significantly in 
terms of the availability, type, and accessibility of resources and support actors.

As a superdiverse metropolis, Brussels provides a broad and varied support net-
work, encompassing both formal and informal assistance. The city hosts not 
only the main institutions for asylum procedures and integration programmes 
but also a diverse and complex network of non-profit organisations that are of-
ten publicly funded and specifically dedicated to assisting newcomers. Due to 
historical migration patterns and the superdiverse nature of the city, newcom-
ers ‒ regardless of their country of origin ‒ are more likely to encounter other, 
established migrants who speak their language, have faced similar challenges, 
and therefore already know how to navigate the system.

This contrasts with smaller cities and municipalities, where refugees and asylum 
seekers have only begun to arrive more recently, either following the opening of 
an asylum centre or due to the emerging suburbanisation of superdiversity.128 For 
example, at the time when an asylum centre opened in one of the smaller cities 
in our study, there were hardly any organisations or essential infrastructures in 
place to support newcomers. In response to this institutional vacuum, a volun-
teer organisation emerged, taking on the role of providing support to refugees.

When comparing these different reception milieus, our aim is not simply to con-
trast the capacity of a large city with the limited resources of smaller cities or less 
urbanised areas where refugee families also settle. During our research, we met 
families in more remote and rural reception centres who had received significant 
support from social workers, who actively connected them with other organisa-
tions. At the same time, we encountered people in Brussels who had struggled 
to navigate the complex network of both formal and informal support systems.

Nevertheless, the distinction between reception milieus helps to map out differ-
ent forms of support and gain insight into the broad range of people and places 
involved in the inclusion trajectories of refugee families.

6.2	 WHO DO FAMILIES TURN TO?

In one of our case studies in a smaller municipality, support was primarily pro-
vided by volunteers, as there were few formal infrastructures available at the 
local level. Most of the refugees we spoke with, who arrived in the area a few 
years ago, had to rely on volunteers for administrative assistance. This reliance 
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on volunteers was also evident in a group discussion with refugees living in this 
municipality:

 All foreigners go to [the volunteer premises] and volunteers say “go there!”

When you have a problem with a paper, you don’t know and you can’t read it some-
times, they helped, phoned, made the papers, photocopies are free there.

My volunteer friend told me to take an integration course, and he looked up the 
address, and made an appointment, because on those days, we don’t have... can’t 
speak the language... and he made an appointment.

Volunteers act as intermediaries between newcomers and local government 
agencies in this context. They provide translations, guidance, and follow-up to 
help ease the ‘administrative burden’ (see Chapter 2). This is particularly impor-
tant because, in this case, social workers and government employees are still of-
ten relatively uninformed about migration legislation. Additionally, volunteers as-
sist refugee families in finding a first home through their local network of private 
landlords, and often via their own personal contacts (see Chapter 3). They also 
support refugee families in learning and practising the language, help children 
with their homework, and assist with everyday administrative tasks and paper-
work. This is demonstrated by the story of this Palestinian mother:

 Madame M. started with us as a French teacher, she stayed with my children, 
studied with my children to pass the exam. With the difficulties eh, and she tried 
to find a solution for the difficulties, with the French language... until today! She 
comes maybe every week, she comes to our house, if we need something, to 
help with the paperwork, to register my children at university... she did all of that. 
(Palestinian mother)

The role of volunteers appears to be crucial for newcomers in this context, but 
also for local public service providers. According to both volunteers and refu-
gees, social services often refer families to volunteers for administrative sup-
port. In other words, government agencies ‒ or their employees ‒ who should be 
providing formal assistance – in practice sometimes shift their responsibilities 
onto informal actors.

Information about refugees’ rights and the services available is often shared by 
word of mouth in this context. This happens, for example, during language class-
es, in mosques or other religious spaces, in local shops, such as halal butchers, 
through friends who already live in Belgium, or via social media. Refugees de-
scribe how they often have to navigate long and complicated processes before 
they receive help:



Refugee families after recognition90

 I went myself to [organisation X] to ask what I could do for the recognition of 
diploma, and he told me to do it like this, he gave me the address in Brussels, and 
my language teacher helped me to make an appointment, and I went with my son, 
and Madame Amina did the translation. But my friend [living in Flanders] said, why 
do you do all this, lots of friends for advice? It’s the social worker who must do 
everything! (...) That’s the way it’s done, it’s a cycle, for problems it takes a long 
time to find a solution. (Syrian mother)

In the reception milieu of a large city, support takes on different forms. Refugee 
families must navigate a constantly evolving network of formal aid organisations, 
primarily NGOs. These organisations often have more extensive experience and 
a great deal of knowledge regarding the rights and needs of refugees and the 
support systems that have developed around them. They provide specialised and 
often multilingual assistance in various areas, such as legal and administrative 
support, entry into the labour market, mental health, and housing. In addition to 
these formal structures, a significant amount of informal support is also provided 
by volunteers and established migrants who have lived in the city for a longer 
period of time. They share information on where to go, what rights people have, 
what the expectations are, and how legal and administrative procedures work, all 
based on the experiential knowledge they have gained themselves. A Burundian 
father explained it as follows:

 When you talk to them [compatriots], they’re the ones who tell you that you 
have to take the language course, even before the social worker who manages 
your file at the refugee centre tells you; they also say you have to take an integra-
tion course, which is compulsory, so you go to the social worker, you’re informed, 
you ask the questions and that’s it. (Burundian father)

In the smaller municipality we studied, refugee families have limited access to 
these forms of support based on experiential knowledge, simply because at the 
time of our research, fewer people with a recent migratory background were liv-
ing there. While such support does exist, it occurs less frequently. For example, 
in this specific municipality, we met a halal butcher who temporarily closed his 
shop to accompany a family that did not speak the language to their first appoint-
ment with social services. We also observed that some families who have been 
living in the municipality for several years are gradually starting to play a role in 
supporting newcomers. We spoke with an Iraqi father who arrived ten years ago 
and is now helping a friend find housing. Additionally, we met a Syrian father who 
regularly translates documents for newcomers and occasionally accompanies 
them to administrative services or training centres. He told us:
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 [A man] was at the door, I said ‘why don’t you come in’, he said... I said ‘Bon-
jour’, I said in Arabic ‘are you Kurdish?’ (...) I met him in front of this school, I 
accompanied him to the volunteer premises, I introduced him to the people who 
work there, I accompanied him to the training centre... (Syrian father who helps 
other newcomers)

The same man also accompanied another family to register for social housing 
and to a doctor’s appointment. Additionally, he went to the asylum centre to leave 
his contact information there:

 I told them I speak Arabic, Kurdish, French quite well too, a little English but 
English I can’t translate... just in case there’s someone who has difficulty doing 
anything, if I’m free, with pleasure, I like to do it. (Syrian father who helps other 
newcomers)

A Syrian woman who has been living in the municipality with her family since 
2016 also regularly acts as an interpreter for newly arrived women. Sometimes 
she is even asked by a training centre involved in the integration programme to 
provide translations. Drawing on their experiential knowledge, these people often 
help newcomers navigate the maze of government services and various institu-
tions. In doing so, they help make these spaces more accessible for newcomers 
who arrive several years after them.

6.3	 HOW DO FAMILIES ACCESS SUPPORT?

Reception milieus thus differ considerably in terms of available support to refu-
gee families. A crucial question is, therefore, how accessible the existing support 
actually is. How do families come into contact with support actors, or how do 
they find their way to the right places?

Initially, asylum centres often serve as places where newcomers also come into 
contact with volunteers and fellow nationals. In this way, they help facilitate infor-
mal support. In the smaller municipality from our case studies, where the asylum 
centre has been established more recently, volunteers organise various activities 
within the centre to connect with newcomers. However, these volunteers rarely 
provide access to formal support services where additional resources are avail-
able. This is because such services are often lacking, unknown, or inaccessible 
in this local and remote context.
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When reception centres, as seen in the Brussels case study, are strongly embed-
ded in a local network of formal services ‒ often due to the presence of NGOs 
that have developed over the years ‒ staying in the asylum centre can also serve 
as a gateway to these resources. Through this connection, newcomers can start 
language courses, receive information about family reunification or diploma rec-
ognition, or access psychosocial support, as was the case for Amina.

In addition, public spaces and semi-public meeting places‒ such as places of 
worship, ethnic shops, barbershops, cafés, or non-profit organisations in Brussels 
and other cities or municipalities with a longer migration history ‒ often serve 
as spaces people with a migratory background can gather. After receiving their 
recognition, refugee families often settle in superdiverse neighbourhoods, where 
they are more likely to find informal support. In their daily lives, they frequently 
encounter acquaintances or unfamiliar compatriots in markets or on the street. 
These encounters often arise through mutual recognition, for example, by shar-
ing a common language.

 I’m chatting on the phone to my mother in dialect, on the tramway, and just 
like that, I’ve finished chatting, and someone holds out his hand, speaking to me 
in dialect! He says he’s been listening to me talk, waiting for me to finish and intro-
duces himself, I introduce myself, and he says, “Ah but there is this guy here, there 
is this relative” and like that! And that’s how you meet people by word of mouth. 
(Father from Central African Republic)

6.4	 THE BALANCE BETWEEN INFORMAL AND FORMAL 
SUPPORT

In the smaller municipality is, as in other places, informal initiatives partially com-
pensate for the lack of formal support. Volunteers organise language courses 
and activities to help newcomers navigate their new environment. They assist in 
finding housing in an often discriminatory and overcrowded private rental market, 
follow up on administrative procedures, and regularly accompany refugee fami-
lies to appointments with government services. Additionally, they play a crucial 
role in language learning and supporting children with their homework. In this 
case, informal support partially takes over the role of formal assistance,129 prov-
ing to be essential for accessing services and guiding newcomers throughout 
their inclusion pathway.
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The significance of volunteers and/or established migrants, as seen in our case 
studies, lies in the role they play in providing a form of social shadow work. This 
refers to support practices that either emerge in the shadow of a formal assign-
ment (i.e. non-formal support, such as that provided by social workers in addition 
to their formal tasks), or in the actions of individuals and groups who are not em-
bedded in government institutions (i.e. informal support, such as volunteers). In 
Flanders, these initiatives often involve a combination of service provision, com-
munity building and politicising work.130 Despite the importance of such initia-
tives, they are often overburdened.

In this context, while the network between actors and places is developing, the 
refugees we spoke to in the smaller municipality are advocating for the crea-
tion of a central ‘hotspot’ where all essential information and services would be 
gathered. Such a place would make it easier for refugee families and volunteers 
to navigate formal service providers and other organisations. In a superdiverse 
reception milieu like Brussels, which has a longer history of hosting refugees and 
asylum seekers and offers a broad but complex and fragmented range of formal 
support services, a different dynamic emerges between formal and informal as-
sistance. The trajectories of refugee families are shaped by a combination of 
different types of support: they rely on both formal and informal networks, which 
function in a more or less complementary manner. This helps refugee families to 
familiarise themselves with a wider range of services, and to navigate the com-
plex social landscape of mostly non-profit organisations that assist newcomers 
with employment, education, housing, legal aid, and material support. In this set-
ting, volunteers and established migrants often act as guides and referrers rather 
than problem-solvers. Through these networks, for instance, some families were 
referred to a cooperative bank to finance family reunification, or were directed to 
a low-cost travel agency to book the necessary tickets.

Referrals through informal contacts to the broad and complex network of for-
mal services help recently arrived newcomers access support more easily. Often, 
specific expertise or practical guidance is needed to navigate these services. In 
other words, in this context, informal support serves to facilitate access to formal 
assistance rather than replacing it. As a Burundian father explains when speak-
ing about members of his community:

 They guide you, when you talk, they tell you a bit about life here. It’s easy when 
you speak the same language, when it’s a compatriot, when you’re in a country 
where you’re alone and there’s no one to talk to... here it’s the same culture, it re-
ally makes it easier... Well, when I say they made it easier for me to integrate, it’s 
not that they helped me find a job, but talking to compatriots, that’s it... it helps a 
lot to cope. (Burundian father)
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In both case studies, informal support ‘works’ because it helps newcomers be-
come familiar with and inhabit a new, complex, and sometimes unwelcoming 
milieu, where refugee families face numerous challenges. Without this informal 
assistance, the inclusion trajectories of refugee families would involve even more 
unnecessary detours and disruptions.

However, informal support cannot replace formal assistance. When volunteers or 
fellow nationals help newcomers access resources and services, these are often 
uncertain or temporary, such as precarious or short-term employment or access 
to emergency housing. From the perspective of refugees, a strong formal sup-
port system remains essential for them to truly establish themselves in Belgium. 
This is also the case because informal support is almost inherently insufficient 
and incomplete.

Our case studies reveal different configurations of reception milieus. In one case, 
there is a complex, dense and diverse network of formal support services, with 
a broad but often fragmented array of actors. Access to these services depends 
on effective referral, ensuring that newcomers do not get lost or sent from one 
office to another.

In the smaller municipality from our case studies, where the first asylum centre 
has only been recently established, the availability of formal support is much 
more limited and difficult to access. Referral to these services is also challeng-
ing, as it relies primarily on a single volunteer organisation and a much smaller 
number of established migrants.

Despite their differences, both reception milieus highlight the crucial role of in-
formation gathering and effective referral. This is why refugees in the smaller 
municipality express a strong desire to have one central location that gathers 
as much information as possible and where they can access relevant (in)formal 
partners and actors.

6.5	 THE NEED FOR FORMAL SUPPORT

Whether in the big city or the smaller municipalities where we conducted our 
research, one striking finding across our case studies is that the OCMW/CPAS 
often only plays a minor role.131 Although many social workers are committed 
to supporting the families we spoke with, they are often forced to make do with 
limited resources. Due to a structural lack of personnel, time, and other resources 
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(see Chapter 2), they can only provide limited guidance, despite this being the 
core of their job.

As a result, refugees often struggle to receive sufficient practical support from 
the OCMW/CPAS in completing complex administrative procedures. Similarly, 
it is not always easy for them to access clear and understandable information 
about their rights, such as material or financial aid, including food assistance, the 
installation grant, or medical support. Yet, such support is often crucial during 
transitional phases. Finding a social worker who has the time ‒ or is able and al-
lowed to make time ‒ to provide practical and comprehensive assistance is often 
perceived as a matter of chance:

 I was lucky to have my social worker who was really nice to me. (...) He was 
a person, I would say... who tries to respect people’s rights. (Burundian father)

In a context of limited formal support, especially during transition periods, NGOs, 
volunteers, and acquaintances often step in to guide and support refugees. In 
doing so, they partially fill the gaps in integration policies.

Whether in Wallonia, Flanders or Brussels, volunteers and NGOs play a bridging 
role between institutions and refugee families. They translate documents, assist 
with administrative procedures, follow up on contacts with social workers, and 
inform refugees about their rights. These organisations provide services that are 
often missing within the institutional framework, frequently stepping in to ad-
dress the needs of newcomers and those supporting them in daily life. However, 
such organisations are not present everywhere. They are overburdened, operate 
with limited resources, and in many places, their services are being scaled back.

As a result, support for refugee families remains highly uncertain and varies sig-
nificantly depending on the qualities of the reception milieu in which they settle. 
Their inclusion pathways differ greatly, depending on whether NGOs, volunteer 
organisations, or migrants who have already settled in Belgium are present and 
available in their immediate surroundings. This disparity reveals the lack of (and 
need for) an institutional framework that guarantees equal access to the informa-
tion and resources that are essential for fostering social inclusion. Without such 
an institutional framework, the inclusion of refugee families is bound to remain 
the result of chance encounters, welfare ‘bricolage’132 and constant improvisation.
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Our research shows that there is a large discrepancy be-
tween the discourse and reality of government policies. 
Whereas policy-makers constantly emphasise the impor-
tance of newcomers’ rapid social inclusion, refugee fam-
ilies encounter numerous barriers that are generated, 
whether inadvertently or not, by those very policies. It is 
precisely when refugee families go through particularly 
challenging periods that they find themselves with very 
little formal support.
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For everyone involved, migration heralds a process of change. Whoever settles 
into a new place has little choice but to get a grasp of the customs and expecta-
tions of the people who have already settled there. The social status one has 
built up in one country – whether based on age, education, profession, talent or 
responsibility within a family – almost always gives way to the prospect of a bet-
ter future for their children. The same applies, in reverse, to countries of arrival: 
new people bring along different ideas, skills and dreams. These host countries 
face a threefold choice: continue as if nothing has changed, discourage newcom-
ers from staying, or invest in a shared future.

The last few decades, an apparent consensus has emerged on the failures of 
both ‘integration’ and ‘multiculturalism’. Regardless of how well-founded this 
consensus is – if only because ‘multiculturalism’ was only really implemented in 
a few countries for a short period of time133 – it is striking that these failures are 
almost exclusively ascribed to two causes: the alleged laxity of liberal reception 
policies, and newcomers’ perceived lack of effort and willingness to adapt them-
selves to the ‘norms’ and ‘values’ of their new home country. The solution seems 
simple: policies need to be tougher, stricter, and harder.

Since then, ‘civic integration’ policies have mushroomed across the E.U. In 
Belgium, as in other West-European states, consecutive governments have im-
plemented one wave of institutional reforms after another, in which the power 
balance typically shifted from civil society organisations towards the state, and 
in which the content gradually moved towards a one-sided ‘responsibilisation’ of 
newcomers.134 ‘They’ need to learn the language better and faster; ‘they’ need to 
be ‘activated’ on the labour market as soon as possible; and ‘they’ need to pass 
a test and formally pledge their loyalty to the apparently superior culture of their 
new home country.

This book adopted a different point of view: that of refugee families themselves 
– and, to a lesser degree, of those working with them. They tell a rather differ-
ent story, in which policies fail to live up to their own aims, even after repeated 
waves of reforms and revisions. As soon as refugee families receive internation-
al protection, they need to find a way throughout the labyrinth of governments, 
administrations and obligations. Sometimes these policy ‘failures’ are the result 
of conscious choices, as governments take formal and practical steps to restrict 
access to the welfare state and the social protection it provides to established 
citizens.135 At other times, these failures appear to be the consequence of the 
administrative and organisational chaos that is so characteristic of Belgium’s 
complex institutional configuration.136 And sometimes these failures seem to re-
sult from a lack of understanding of the challenges refugee families – and other 
groups of newcomers – face on a daily basis.137
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The result is a book that bursts with examples from the daily lives of refugee 
families, which show how current policies often erect rather than erase barriers 
to their social inclusion. In Chapter 2, we saw how refugee families, once they 
receive protection status, find themselves racing against the clock to get their ba-
sic administration in order. In Belgium, public services are extremely dispersed, 
which creates significant discrepancies in resources and expertise within and 
between public service providers. As a result, refugee families lose lots of valu-
able time navigating the labyrinth of Belgian bureaucracy, as well as acquiring in-
formation about their rights and obligations. In these crucial moments of transi-
tion once international protection was granted, refugee families find themselves 
without coordinated support.

In Chapter 3, we showed how refugee families’ search for affordable, adequate 
housing is marked by repeated interruptions, setbacks and, all too often, contin-
ued precarity. From the perspective of social inclusion, the fact that the housing 
issue is so neglected in reception and integration policies is mind-boggling. This 
is more than a matter of neglect: the Flemish government deliberately attempts 
to exempt newcomers – i.e. those without a proven ‘local anchorage’ – from 
social housing whatsoever. In addition, there is no formal guidance on how to 
find housing on Flanders’ small private rental market. It is not difficult to imag-
ine the consequences: a rising number of people who have been granted pro-
tected status find themselves at risk of becoming homeless, which makes them 
vulnerable to exploitation by dishonest landlords. Due to the precarious, often 
poor-quality housing conditions, parents struggle to create the space and stabil-
ity their children need to thrive at school. In turn, parents devote a significant 
portion of their time and energy to finding more adequate housing, rather than to 
learning the local language, finding long-term employment, or settling into a new 
neighbourhood.

In Chapter 4, we scrutinised the common idea that learning the local language 
offers the ultimate key to entering Belgian society. In reality, refugee families 
encounter multiple hurdles when learning the language: the search for decent 
housing, the pressure to find work – both from family members and street-level 
bureaucrats – and their concern for family members that are stuck in dangerous 
conditions abroad. In the past few years, the Flemish government has consistent-
ly raised the language level required to complete the civic integration trajectory, 
thereby assuming that the best way to learn a language is by taking long, formal 
classes, rather than learning ‘on the job’ or in combination with practical training 
programmes. Because the government presumes that low degree of language 
proficiency is the result of newcomer’s limited efforts, language is used as one of 
the main criteria for gaining access to public services, education and the labour 
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market. This one-sided view of language acquisition, coupled with a widespread 
distrust of newcomers’ willingness, risks turning language into an obstacle that 
delays rather than accelerates social inclusion.

The testimonies in Chapter 5 demonstrate how these barriers to Belgian society 
negatively affect refugee families’ well-being, as well as their sense of belonging. 
At the same time, meeting all the formal criteria of ‘integration’ – finding work, 
mastering the language, etc. – does not necessarily translate into an overall 
sense of well-being. Sometimes this is due to a lingering form of ‘migration pain’, 
sometimes due to the separation from family members, and sometimes due to 
the lack of social connection. The causes of refugee families’ relatively low sense 
of well-being are complex, and difficult to remediate in the short term.138 It is 
clear, however, that their most fundamental needs have to be met, before putting 
in further demands to ‘integrate’.

In Chapter 6 we analysed how these fragmented policies cause refugee fami-
lies to seek support outside of the formal public services. Immigrants who have 
already been settled in Belgium for a longer period, volunteer groups, and civ-
il society organisations provide different kinds of support to refugee families. 
Sometimes they guide them through the maze of government agencies, they 
translate the obtrusive language of administrative documents, support them in 
their search for housing,139 register their children in school, and/or make sure 
that families settle well into their new neighbourhood.140 Much of this front-line 
support is voluntary or depends on temporary project funding. In spite of all the 
reforms in the ‘integration sector’, this improvised ‘bricolage’141 of formal and in-
formal support still plays a crucial role in the actual inclusion of refugee fami-
lies and other newcomers alike. While it is tempting to romanticise this informal 
support, the consequence is that the pace of refugee families’ social inclusion 
strongly depends on where they happen to end up, and whom they meet.

Our research shows that there is a large discrepancy between the discourse and 
reality of government policies. Whereas policy-makers constantly emphasise the 
importance of newcomers’ rapid social inclusion, refugee families encounter nu-
merous barriers that are generated, whether inadvertently or not, by those very 
policies. It is precisely when refugee families go through particularly challenging 
periods that they find themselves with very little formal support.

This raises the question: what if policies and practitioners made it easier for refu-
gee families to access housing, work, education and improved well-being, and 
hence become part of Belgian society? We can get a glimpse of what such an ap-
proach would be like by looking at the reception of temporarily displaced persons 
from Ukraine.142 In response to the EU’s activation of the Temporary Protection 



Refugee families after recognition102

Directive, the Flemish government prioritised people’s access to accommodation 
and education before gradually turning towards their employment and civic inte-
gration. Information was made readily available in Ukrainian through an online 
helpdesk, and by employing Ukrainian staff in a wide range of public services. In 
addition, numerous collaborations emerged between local, regional and Federal 
government actors, as well as NGOs and individual citizens. While we should not 
idealise this exceptional set of policies, they clearly offer a vantage point from 
which we can rethink regular reception and integration policies. A paradigm shift 
seems far from impossible: if policies really seek to include refugee families as 
equal members of Belgian society, they should offer the right kind of support at 
the right time.

Apart from this book, we translated our research findings into ten policy briefs 
containing more than 100 recommendations to multiple policy levels and do-
mains. For these rather technical policy briefs, we drew primarily on the experi-
ences of practitioners to show how and why so many current policies are neither 
efficient nor effective in ensuring the social inclusion of refugee families. In these 
briefs, we also pinpointed a variety of innovative practices, most of which emerge 
from bottom-up collaborations between settled migrants, civil society organisa-
tions and municipal services.

In this book, we followed in the footsteps of refugee families to demonstrate 
the human consequences of these counterproductive policies. Their trajectories 
show that ‘integration policies’ sometimes raise, rather than remove barriers to 
social inclusion. If we have learned one thing from this research, it is probably 
this: if one wants refugee families to find long-term employment, to master the 
local language, become active members of their local community, and realise 
their full potential, policy-makers need to let go of the idea that tougher, stricter 
and harsher policies will do the job. We invite policy-makers to explore what really 
works. After four years of research, our main conclusion is simple: the reception 
of refugee families can be done in a more efficient, more effective and more hu-
mane way. And that would benefit everyone.
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REFUGEE FAMILIES 
AFTER  
RECOGNITION
When refugee families finally receive recognition and leave the refugee 
centre, they must build a new life in Belgium. This proves far more complex 
than finding a house, enrolling their children in school, or starting a civic 
integration course. Reception policies are fragmented across different levels 
and domains. They show numerous gaps and discrepancies that obstruct 
and delay the inclusion process of recognised refugees.

In this book, we highlight the experiences of the refugee families themselves. 
How do they cope with the opportunities and obstacles to build a new life in 
Belgium? How do social workers and volunteers experience the fragmented 
and often contradictory policies that refugees are confronted with? What 
happens when policies raise barriers that restrict refugees’ social inclusion? 

This book is the result of an ambitious REFUFAM project, in which researchers 
of the Belgian universities of Ghent (UGent), Leuven (KU Leuven), Louvain 
(Université Catholique de Louvain) and the Odisee College enter into dialogue 
with recognised refugees, social workers and local policymakers. It offers 
a unique insight into the workings of the complex integration policies in 
Flanders, Wallonia and Brussels. And especially how it could be done better.


	_dgpeu5r09p8a
	_28kbr5ifrfz9
	_heading=h.47bh8460w8pu
	_heading=h.7oxxpxji96jx
	_heading=h.x9slh0bq5g1n
	_heading=h.8q8hu8p2ecrv
	_heading=h.b738tt2mcaki
	_heading=h.rrp4qs2l3roj
	_heading=h.jrr5dorxzbzx
	_heading=h.qwgxt1njon20
	_u8s82x8afh32
	_douo1q6j4zdj
	_bpkcpw77lrfo
	_xrxwi8lnu6uv
	_bo71khyos508
	1
Refugee families after recognition: Introduction
	1.1	On the words we (do not) use
	1.2	The stories we (DO NOT) tell

	2
The labyrinth of Belgian bureaucracy
	2.1	The forest for the trees
	2.2	Time and space for support
	2.3	Through the cracks
	2.4	Conclusion: The administrative burden slows down inclusion pathways

	3
“When housing goes wrong, everything goes wrong”
	3.1	On your own
	3.2	The winding path to housing: different strategies
	3.3	No inclusion without housing
	3.4	Transit housing
	3.5	Conclusion: housing, a critical policy gap

	4
Language as a key to accessing housing, work, education and well-being
	4.1	Prerequisites for learning a new language
	4.2	Language acquisition as a locked door
	4.3	Lost in translation
	4.4	Destabilising family dynamics
	4.5	Conclusion: Language as a key that locks many doors

	5
‘Migration Pain’, Neighbourliness and Well-being
	5.1	From disorientation to ‘minor integrations’
	5.2	Migration pain and partial well-being
	5.3	The importance of family
	5.4	From unilateral assimilation to the multiple sources of happiness
	5.5	Neighbourliness and ‘affective contagion’
	5.6	Conclusion: Putting well-being first?

	6
People and places of support
	6.1	Different milieus, different forms of support
	6.2	Who do families turn to?
	6.3	How do families access support?
	6.4	The balance between informal and formal support
	6.5	The need for formal support

	7
Conclusion: Towards more inclusive policies
	Notes
	About the authors

