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“So, here you are 

too foreign for home 

too foreign for here.  

Never enough for both.” 

 

“Diaspora Blues” by Ijeoma Umebinyu (2015) 
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Abstract  

 

The empirical focus of this research is on the role of social capital and social 

networking among Syrian refugees. Social capital can be described as the resources of 

an individual that result from his/her personal relationships (Baker, 2000).	  	  In this 

research I examine how Syrian refugees in the Netherlands create new networks and 

highlight in which way social capital provides insight into the positioning of refugees 

in the Dutch society. 

 

The data has been gathered using a qualitative ethnographic approach, through 

participant observations within the online community Refugee Start Force on 

Facebook and also through informal interviews. The informal interviews made it 

possible to gain a better insight into the daily experiences and personal narratives of 

the respondents. The purpose of this research is to give Syrian refugees the 

opportunity to express themselves, and to shed light on how they expand their social 

capital by creating new networks. The findings of this research contribute to the 

knowledge concerning the relationship between social networks, social capital and 

refugee integration.	  
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1. Introduction 
Over the past decade, wars and conflicts have forced people to flee their homes and 

seek shelter and safety elsewhere. There are currently over sixty million displaced 

refugees worldwide, which is the highest number ever recorded (UNHCR, 

“Worldwide displacement”, June 2015).  In the Netherlands alone, around 3,500 

asylum seekers and following family members were registered in October 2016 (CBS, 

2016). This stream of migration in Europe is partly facilitated because of the open 

borders policy for the member countries of the European Union. Also, transnational 

networks have impacted this rapid migration movement (Thaut, 2009). When 

individuals decide or are forced to migrate to a different country they often rely on 

their network of friends and family who are already residing in the destination country 

(Nee & Sanders, 2001). The importance of social networks when migrating to a new 

country can be very beneficial, because the resources acquired within these existing 

social networks of family and friends can shape a migrant’s social capital (Lamba, 

2003; Bourdieu, 1993), and reduce difficulties of integration into the new society.  

Resources that are derived from such social connections are conceptualized as the 

term ‘social capital’ (Bourdieu 1993). Besides networking face to face, the Internet 

has also made it possible to communicate with individuals all over the globe and help 

migrants reduce the physical distance between them and their loved ones in their 

homeland. 

Furthermore, the Internet is a prominent tool to create and maintain 

connections with fellow natives in the host setting. One important venue for 

connecting with others online has been achieved by online communities (Rheingold, 

1994). Online communities serve as a platform for hundreds or even thousands of 

individuals to help users get in contact with each other to share knowledge, ideas and 

also to create relationships. Facebook is a very popular tool that makes it possible for 

refugees to come in contact with other individuals outside of their network, which 

subsequently expands their social capital. The use of Facebook is proved to be an 

extremely effective way to gather individuals around certain topics for various 

reasons. Interestingly previous research suggests that Facebook users engage in 

‘searching’ for people with whom they have an offline connection with more than 

they ‘browse’ for complete strangers to meet (Lampe, Ellison, & Steinfield, 2006).  
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Problem statement 
Over the past several years the Netherlands has witnessed an influx of Syrian refugees. 

Between the beginning of 2014 and September 2016, the number of Syrian refugees 

registered with Dutch local authorities rose from 15,000 to 64,000. Most of them live 

in Amsterdam (1,400), followed by Rotterdam and Utrecht (PBL, 2016).  

This is the main motive for this research. It is of social importance to pay attention to 

the participation of refugees in the Netherlands, given the recently large influx. This 

group wants to actively participate within the Dutch society and build a new life in the 

Netherlands. This research explores how they use their networks and the embedded 

resources within these social networks to integrate within society. Their resources 

shape their social capital and can reduce difficulties of integration.  

The empirical focus of this research is on the role of social capital and social 

networking among Syrian refugees in the Netherlands. In this research I explore how 

Syrian refugees expand their social capital by creating new networks both online and 

offline, and highlight in which way social capital provides insight into the positioning 

of refugees in the Dutch society. In order to gain a better understanding on how 

Syrian refugees make sense of their new position and how they expand their social 

capital I adopted a sensemaking approach. This approach was developed by Weick 

(1995) to provide more insight into how individuals make sense of things and give 

meaning to events. Sensemaking is an ongoing process that never really stops. While 

making sense of a situation, individuals focus on certain elements of a past experience 

while other elements get completely ignored. This is a very personal aspect of the 

sensemaking approach because each individual has different experiences, and these 

experiences dictate which cues they focus on to make sense of a situation. This 

method gave the respondents the voice to share their personal stories and explain how 

they experience creating new networks in a new society. These personal stories made 

me discover different layers within social networking and made me realize that social 

capital, social networking, and the positioning of the respondents within the society 

are all intertwined.   
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Research Questions 

During this research I will explore how Syrian refugees in the Netherlands create new 

networks and highlight in which way social capital provides insight into the 

positioning of refugees in the Dutch society.  

The central question of this study is as follows: 

How do Syrian refugees make sense of their positioning in the Dutch society and 

how does this influence their social capital? 

 

In order to answer the research question the following sub-questions were formulated. 

1. How do Syrian refugees create new networks and how do these networks 

change over time?  

2. How do online activities contribute to their social capital? 

3. How do Syrian refugees make sense of their positioning within the Dutch 

society? 

 

Relevance  
This research is relevant because topics such as refugees and migration are currently 

topics that are widely discussed in the Netherlands.  Unfortunately, this debate has a 

mostly negative tone in the Netherlands. Especially within politics there is a negative 

discourse towards refugees and migrants. An example is the following statement, 

which was made by Prime Minister Mark Rutte in March 2011; “We will make sure, 

ladies and gentlemen, that we give this beautiful country back to the Dutch, because 

this is our project.” According to Ghorashi (2014) this reaction portrays that the 

Dutch society belongs to the native Dutch and that they are allowed to feel discomfort 

about the growing amount of migrants. The spread of the dominantly negative 

discourse about migrants is often explained as fear of change referring to the growing 

diversity and insecurity (Ghorashi, 2014).  

There is various literature (Szepietowska, 2010: Desain & Hello, 2006) where 

it becomes clear that the negative discourse about refugees define in which way they 

are perceived by organizations in the Netherlands. Furthermore, the negative 

discourse affects other people’s perceptions of refugees. In consequence, it also 

influences how refugees perceive themselves. Refugees often are perceived as 
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helpless individuals (Rjaram, 2002). These images and generalizations deny refugees 

the chance to speak for themselves and present their personal narratives. There has 

been much research on the integration of refugees, particularly in the labor market. 

However, there is less known about the way refugees make sense of their new 

position in the Dutch society.  

The purpose of this research is to give Syrian refugees an opportunity to 

express themselves and to better understand how they expand their social capital. 

Everybody knows the stories about refugees, but in this research I will share the 

stories of refugees. By adopting this perspective, we analyze the refugee crisis from 

another point of view by shedding light on how they make sense of their new position, 

and to what extent new contacts have helped them reach certain goals. The results of 

this research contribute to the debate regarding migration and refugee integration in 

the Netherlands. 

 

Aims and objectives 

The main objective of this research is to increase understanding of the power of social 

capital among Syrian refugees. And to explore how they create new networks and to 

what extent these networks have helped them. By talking to several Syrian refugees in 

different situations I was able to experience different point of views and narratives 

and I’m now able to share with others what the most recurring obstacles are that this 

group deals with on a daily basis.  

 

Thesis outline	  
This thesis consists of six chapters and is structured as follows. The first chapter 

serves as an introduction to my research. The second chapter provides a review of all 

relevant theories and concepts regarding social capital that were used during this 

research. The third chapter introduces the research methodology. In the fourth chapter 

I present the findings of my research. These findings are discussed and substantiated 

with relevant theory in the fifth chapter. Finally, I present my conclusions where the 

research question is answered. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 
In this chapter, the core concepts and relevant theories that relate to this research are 

discussed in order to get a better understanding of the theoretical background of this 

research. 

 

2.1 Refugees in the Netherlands  
According to Article 1(A)(2) of the 1951 Convention a refugee is defined as an 

individual who is outside his or her country of nationality or habitual residence that is 

unable or unwilling to return due to a well-founded fear of persecution based on his or 

her race, religion, nationality, political opinion, or membership in a particular social 

group. This is the legal definition and it is applied globally. However, each country 

has its own refugee policies. In the Netherlands, a refugee is an asylum seeker that has 

followed the asylum application process and has been successfully approved as a 

refugee by the immigration and naturalization department. This department researches 

and decides if an asylum seeker falls under the refugee convention and is eligible to 

receive a residence permit. If an asylum seeker his/her request is approved he/she will 

be given a residence permit. All chosen respondents for this research have one 

characteristic in common; they are all Syrian refugees that have been living in the 

Netherlands for up to 5 years.  

In the last couple of years, there has been an influx of refugees in Europe, 

creating a crisis as European countries have difficulty coping with the influx. 

According to the quarterly study by the Social and Cultural Planning Office, Dutch 

people are concerned about the large influx of asylum seekers entering the country. 

According to the large-scale poll that has been conducted by the research institute 

Ifop; the Netherlands is considerably more negative about the arrival of migrants 

compared to other European countries. According to Essed (2002), societies are not 

capable of including diversity because of a normative preference for sameness. The 

adverse feelings towards refugees in the Netherlands are caused by several factors. 

Firstly, it is caused by the way they are presented in the media. Refugees often get 

portrayed as helpless victims (Ghorashi, 2005). Secondly, the categorization of 

refugees based on solely certain group-characteristics, and the fixation on these 

categories contribute to the creation of stereotypes (Szepietowska, 2010:37-38).  
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In this way, refugees are constantly reminded that they are different and being 

different in relation to the norm is perceived as a ‘discourse of lack’ (Zanoni & 

Janssens, 2004). Ghorashi (2007) describes this phenomenon as the process of 

“othering” and explains how this process excludes refugees from society and 

contributes to the feeling that they cannot really belong in the society. Thus, it can be 

concluded that the dominantly negative discourse about refugees has serious 

consequences for the way they are perceived and positioned in the Dutch society.  

In this research I examine how Syrian refugees make sense of their new position in 

the Dutch society and how this influences their social capital. Upon arriving in a new 

country refugees make many new contacts; these different types of networks will be 

discussed below.  

 

2.2 Social Networks – online and offline 

The importance of social networks when migrating to a new country can be very 

beneficial because the resources acquired within these existing social networks can 

reduce difficulties of integration into the new society. A network can be described as 

a structure of ties, where ties are the building blocks of networks. These ties are 

differentiated in two types, weak and strong ties. According to Granovetter (1973), 

strong ties are created by frequent interaction, at least twice a week, whereas weak 

ties consist of interactions that occur less than twice a week. The strength of ties 

within a network defines the quality of relationships between individuals and is 

shaped by the amount of time, emotional intensity, intimacy and reciprocal services 

that are involved in these relations.  

Relating this to Putnam’s theory, strong ties can be seen as social bonding, 

where interaction takes place frequently in a familiar area, whereas weak ties can be 

compared to social bridging where interaction takes place in less familiar areas or 

with new contacts. In this research I make a distinction between two types of 

networking; offline an online networking. The Internet has increased the efficiency 

and effectiveness of existing forms of communication, but it also resulted in a new 

form of networking – online networking. Research has shown that social media 

changed the structure of social connections, and therefore also changed the dispersion 

of social capital (Zúniga, 2016). The Internet makes new forms of embeddedness 

possible by means of virtual embedded ties. These ties are initiated online and 
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maintained through electronic technologies (Fowler et al., 2004). They draw on the 

speed, efficiency and global reach of the Internet. The amount of individuals tucked 

away in their home has increased (Kraut, Lundmark, et al., 1998; Smith, Drucker, 

Wellman, & Kraut, 1999). Participants can use online networks such as Facebook to 

interact with people they already know offline or to meet new people. There are 

different types of online platforms. Some are job-related (e.g., LinkedIn.com) while 

others are more focused on connecting those with shared interests.  

Thus, the Internet makes new forms of embeddedness possible by means of 

virtual embedded ties. Although the Internet has been linked to both the increase and 

decrease of social capital, many argue that online interactions are less “real” than 

face-to-face interaction (Baym, 2010; Hine, 2015). Scholars argue that sites such as 

Facebook might augment bridging social capital because they mainly support weak 

social ties; allowing individuals to create and maintain larger, networks of 

relationships from which they could potentially draw resources (Donath & Boyd, 

2004; Resnick, 2001; Wellman et al., 2001). While others claim that relationships 

formed in cyberspace continue in physical space, leading to new forms of a 

community characterized by a mixture of online and offline interactions (e.g., Müller, 

1999; Rheingold, 2000). Nevertheless, virtual ties may be less able to offer intangible 

resources such as emotional support and material aid.  Online connections versus 

offline connections will never be entirely the same. Robert Putnam formulated this 

dimension very nicely in the following quote:  “I think you’re a wild-eyed optimist to 

think that person-to-person networks are just as good as, if not better than traditional 

door-to-door (or rather faces-to-faces) networks (January 10, 2000). During this 

research I explored the different types of ties the respondents have and which of those 

are the most beneficial to them.  

 

2.3 Difference between Virtually and Socially embedded ties 

What distinguishes virtually ties from socially embedded ties is the style of 

communication and the manner in which exchange-related problems are solved. 

Virtually embedded ties are initiated and maintained through electronic technologies 

and rely on distinctive characteristics such as transparency, public sharing of 

information and community-based problem solving. Contrastingly, the key 

components of socially embedded ties are trust, exchange of fine-grained information 
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and joint problem solving (Uzzi, 1997). To better understand the difference between 

these two types of ties, I used Uzzi’s (1997) examination of socially embedded ties 

and examined the manner in which virtually embedded ties overcome the same 

exchange related problems. The first exchange problem is opportunism; this problem 

is said to be higher with virtual ties. This is because the social ties are personal, which 

increase the level of trust. Although virtual ties lack the face-to-face contact, the 

component transparency diminishes the expectation of opportunism. Online 

communities or forums contain hundreds sometimes even thousands of members, 

where opportunistic behavior can easily be reported and rapidly spread out to other 

members of the group.  

The second exchange problem is uncertainty. In both cases there is a risk of 

uncertainty but the key differentiation between these two ties is the exchange of 

information. With virtual ties, information is widely spread and is relatively detailed 

and includes both private and public information. On the contrary, social ties are more 

careful when it comes to sharing information. The last exchange problem is dealing 

with complexity. An advantage of social ties is that problems get addressed together 

with partners who are equally committed to solving the problem. Contrastingly, with 

virtual ties problems get solved through community cooperation. Not all members of 

the community are as committed to solve the problem, which results in non-reciprocal 

contributions within a network where the commitment of the members to solve any 

specific problem may be relatively minor or fleeting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1 Virtual ties vs. Social ties 
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2.4 Social capital  
The resources obtained in social networks link to the concept of social capital, which 

will be described in further detail below (Lin, 1999; Tsai & Ghoshal, 1998). 

Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1993) originally developed this concept. Despite the 

widespread use of this concept, different scholars have diverse styles of arguments 

regarding social capital. However, the general definition is consistent. This has mainly 

to do with its application to different types of problems and involving different units 

of analysis (Porters, 2000). According to Bourdieu (1993), social capital is ‘the 

aggregate of the actual or potential resources, which are linked to possession of a 

durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance 

and recognition’. Putnam’s definition of social capital goes a step further and includes 

social networks and the reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them. When 

analyzing the role of social capital in migrant integration Coleman’s definition of 

social capital is also important to mention.  

According to Coleman (1988) social capital constitutes out of connections that 

can be used by actors to realize their interests. These connections include social 

relations and structures that help individuals achieve their individual goals (Narayan 

and Pritchett, 1999).  All the above-mentioned descriptions of social capital consist of 

some aspect of social structure that facilitates certain action. However, we can make a 

distinction between two different perspectives regarding the outputs that are obtained 

through social capital. In one perspective, the focus is mainly on the use of social 

capital by individuals, whereas the second perspective is more focused on social 

capital on group level. Thus, the main difference between these two perspectives is 

how individuals access and use resources embedded in social networks in comparison 

to how certain groups develop and maintain social capital as a collective asset. 

 

Social Bonding versus Social Bridging 

Putnam refers to social capital as connections among individuals and the reciprocity 

and trustworthiness that arise from them (1993). He made a distinction between two 

types of social capital: social bonding and social bridging. Social bonding networks 

are defined as strong ties, bringing ‘together individuals who are like one another in 

important aspects such as ethnicity, age, gender and social class, while bridging social 

capital is based on the formation of a network of loose ties, bringing individuals 
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together who are unlike one another (Putnam and Goss, 2002: 11). In short, social 

bonding is more focused on connecting with people within your own known network 

and bridging is more focused on distant ties. Bridging social capital is considered 

more valuable for social cohesion since there is a fear that minority groups may bond 

too much within their communities at the expense of integration into the society. Geys 

and Murdoch (2008) argue that there are two types of social bridging, one built on the 

connection within a given group, which is referred to as internal bridging, and one 

relying on links between different groups, referred to as external bridging.  

The bridging and bonding aspects of social capital are important and useful for 

research because it allows for simultaneous capturing of both the dynamics of 

openness and closure within groups and networks. It is important to keep in mind that 

these two types of networking are not strictly exclusive and that there are various 

combinations possible. Building social capital is simply a linking of individuals, but 

the strength of the bridge’s construction can be seen as an indicator of the amount of 

traffic-carrying capability. Social capital can be seen as a market in which individuals 

exchange goods and ideas in pursuit of their interest. It is said that individuals who do 

better are somehow better connected (Burt, 2000). Holding a certain position in a 

network structure can be an asset. The volume of social capital obtained by a given 

individual depends on the size of the network of connections he can effectively 

mobilize (Bourdieu, 1986). However, disagreement arises when one tries to argue 

what “being connected” really means. One can be connected with someone but not 

exchange resources with each other. Not all connections or ties are equal and as 

beneficial as others.  

The impact of Social Capital 

Research has proven that social capital has been linked to several positive outcomes, 

such as better public health, lower crime rates and more efficient markets (Adler & 

Kwon, 2002). However, there are also problems regarding social capital, which have 

been discussed by several sociologists such as Portes and Landholt. In the article 

Bowling Alone, Putnam (2000) demonstrates the decline of social capital in the USA. 

This is something to pay attention to because when social capital declines, social 

order gets increased, which reduces participation in civic activities and potentially 

creating more distrust among community members. Without trust there is no cohesive 
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society. Without trust individuals are less likely to network with strangers. However, 

in general, social capital is seen as a positive effect of interaction among participants 

in a social network (Helliwell & Putnam, 2004). The principle of the social capital 

theory is that ‘relationships matter’ and that social networks are a valuable asset. 

Interaction enables individuals to build communities and to commit themselves to 

each other. A sense of belonging and the concrete experience of social networks and 

the relationships of trust and tolerance are argued to bring great benefits to individuals 

(Putnam, 1993). Social capital is usually portrayed positively for migrants, as it is 

considered to be helpful in reducing the efforts in finding a job or accommodation in 

the host setting, but also allowing them to access social support. During this research I 

analyzed the density of social networks that Syrian refugees are involved in; the 

strength of the ties they have with others, and to what extent they are engaged with 

others. The interaction between two individuals can also be seen as social networking. 

This concept will be discussed below. 

 

2.5 Sensemaking theory 

In order to gain a better understanding of how Syrian refugees make sense of their 

new position and how they expand their networks I adopted a sensemaking approach. 

This approach was developed by Weick (1995) to provide more insights into how 

individuals make sense of things and give meaning to events. According to Weick we 

are constantly making sense of our environment through the influence of seven 

properties that he discusses in his framework. In addition to the ongoing nature of 

sensemaking, the other properties include identity construction, retrospection, focused 

on extracted cues, driven by plausibility, enactive of the environment, and social 

interaction. Each of these properties has been analyzed in relation to the topic social 

capital to better understand how the respondents make sense of these phenomena.  

The first property of Weick’s framework refers to how individuals see 

themselves and what factors have helped shape their identity and view on the world. 

Ghorashi (2004) highlights the existence of a hybrid position when referring to 

identity construction. It is important to keep in mind that an individual can construct 

his or her identity in relation to place of birth, but also a combination of place of birth 

and current habituation. During my research, the term translocational identity is more 

suitable, because it involves identity formation in relation to the place of residence. 
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As explained by Anthias (2001, p.663) location and positionality are useful concepts 

when investigating collective identification. This is the claim that individuals make 

about their position in the social order of things. The translocational positionality 

allows us to discover other points of differences beyond culture. The respondents of 

my research all have one thing in common, which is their shared identity based on 

culture. But besides the ethnicity of the respondents there are other points that can 

shape their identity. For example shared interests or shared profession. During the 

content analysis I analyzed what type of posts and topics the respondents related to 

the most. During the interviews I have also asked specific questions regarding 

interaction with others and the reasoning behind why they interact with these 

individuals.  

The second property is retrospective, referring to past experiences that 

individuals use to interpret current events. Sensemaking can be seen as a comparative 

process. In order to give meaning to something, one compares it to a familiar event 

from our past. Individuals learn certain norms and practices, which become their own 

norm, which they use as their reference point when making sense of “new events”. 

Because the sensemaking approach is reflective, individuals focus on certain elements 

from previous experiences and events in order to interpret and make sense of the 

current event.  

Thus, the third property is focused on cues and extracted by cues. While 

making sense of a situation, individuals focus on certain elements of a past experience 

while other elements get completely ignored. This is a very personal aspect of the 

sensemaking approach because each individual has different past experiences, and 

these experiences dictate which cues we focus on to make sense of a situation. During 

the interviews I have learned more about the respondents “story” and background, 

which has helped me better understand how they make sense of their social capital, 

and their experiences in the Netherlands. I started this journey with the hope that the 

respondents will be eager to talk and share their experiences, because this will result 

into deep and enriching data that I would not be able to gather trough my online 

observations. The cues that individuals choose to highlight and use in the 

sensemaking approach depend on their socialization. This property acknowledges that 

the sensemaking process is dependent on our interactions with others, where we grew 
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up and how we were taught to act in the world. Interaction refers to the process of 

engaging with each other and the receiving community. As mentioned before, there 

are two types of networking; within your network of family and friends, but also 

social bridging, where you engage and create networks between socially 

heterogeneous groups. Social bridging is important because, without it, refugees can 

feel isolated in their host communities. The lack of social interaction with locals can 

prevent them from integrating into the Dutch society. One of the core concepts of my 

research is social capital, thus the interaction among individuals. I’ll be analyzing to 

what extent the respondents are involved in social networks, but also the strength and 

the different ties they have with others. The goal is to decipher if their interactions 

with others influences the way they make sense of their social capital. Also, to 

discover if different types of interactions have different outcomes. Intriguingly, the 

socialization process, the environment in which the experience takes place, also plays 

a role. This property states that the environment can either create or constrain an 

experience. Amsterdam is known for being a very open and accepting city. Syrian 

refugees might feel more welcome in a big city such as Amsterdam compared to a 

small city where there are few “foreigners” present.  Achieving a widespread positive 

sense of belonging in a new environment relies on how the community reacts and 

accepts refugees in the community (Orton, 2012). Thus, the environment can 

influence ones experience and way of making sense of things.  

When making sense of certain experiences, individuals choose cues that make 

their sensemaking seem plausible to them. This is also one of the properties explained 

in Weick’s framework. The sensemaking approach is driven by plausibility rather 

than accuracy, which means that individuals don't rely on accuracy when making 

sense of an event. Instead they seek cues that make their “story” and sensemaking 

seem plausible. All in all, the sensemaking process is an ongoing process that never 

really stops. Each new experience can change the way you make sense of things. 

Therefore, the way these respondents make sense of their new position could change 

over the years. For that reason I have interviewed Syrian refugees who haven’t lived 

in the Netherlands for too long to discover how they’ve build up their new life in the 

Netherlands. During the interviews I have attempted to extract the meaning from the 

narratives of the respondents.  
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2.6 Narratives & meaning making 

There is no single agreed definition of ‘sensemaking’. However, there is a consensus 

that sensemaking refers to processes of interpretation and meaning where individuals 

make sense of a phenomenon. Those who seek to comprehend how individuals make 

sense and enact their realities use this influential perspective. As Polkinghorne (1988: 

1) has argued, discourse is the basic form by which human experiences are made 

meaningful. Thus, narratives can be seen as a representational tool to maintain and 

share daily experiences and social realities with others in the form of stories. 

According to Ricoeur (1984), a story describes certain actions and experiences done 

or undergone by a certain number of individuals. These social realties and experiences 

are fluid discursive constructions that are constantly changing and being remade by 

new experiences.  

The conducted interviews gave me a peek into the social reality of the 

respondents. Each individual makes sense of an experience differently; therefore I 

chose this method to explore and capture refugees their experiences and narratives, 

both the shared sensemaking and the uniqueness of individual’s understandings. 

These stories are very diverse and vary from past events that range from short stories 

to fully developed autobiographies. These memories and experiences can be seen as 

episodes of one’s life story (Bluck & Habermans, 2000), and are the building blocks 

of their ongoing identity. This approach is called “narrative processing” and refers to 

filtering experiences or events and choosing what to share in our life story. In this 

sense, our sociocultural context influences how we shape our narratives from raw 

experiences, and subsequently, what meaning we make of the narratives we have 

created. The knowledge that is gained by reasoning over our narrative memories lie at 

the heart of meaning making and can be defined as autobiographical reasoning 

(Singer & Bluck, 2001). Both the past and the present stories of the respondents are a 

central aspect of my research. Although each story is unique, all of the respondents 

have one common characteristic – they are all Syrian refugees. Giddens (1991) argues 

that identity can be seen as a ‘narrative of the self’. Fischer (1995) proposes to replace 

the word “identity” with “biography”. In order to get a better understanding how the 

respondents make sense of their new position, their biography is an essential aspect of 

this research, because past experiences unconsciously tend to influence the 

preferences of individuals.  
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3. Research Methodology 

In this chapter the research methodology are introduced. According to Crotty (2003), 

methodology is the strategy or plan of action used to conduct a research and the 

methods are the techniques used to gather and analyze data. The research sites were 

both physical and virtual. 

3.1 Research approach  
This research was executed based upon an inductive methodology using different 

qualitative methods. According to Van Maanen (1998), a qualitative research 

approach is perceived as a form of inductive research, which provides a narrative of 

individuals their view on reality. This seems a good method for understanding the 

world from the perspective of the respondents. This approach is used to study an 

occurrence that naturally arises in a certain environment and is supported by social 

meaning from the individuals who are subjected to the occurrence (Denzin and 

Lincoln, 1994:2). An inductive approach is also called the “bottom up” approach, 

because it starts with observations and theories and conclusions are proposed towards 

the end of the research process.  

This type of approach involves the search for patterns and regularities from 

observation and the development of explanations for these discovered patterns. I used 

the grounded theory method, because it provides useful tools to learn about the 

respondents’ perceptions and feelings regarding social networks and social capital. 

Glaser and Straus (1967) introduced grounded theory in their book “The Discovery of 

Grounded Theory”. Grounded theory has two main characteristics; constant 

comparative analysis and theoretical sampling. It is an iterative process that involves 

data collection and data analysis at the same time. Due to the fact that I was unable to 

predict what the respondents would respond beforehand or what I would discover 

during my observations I found this approach very suitable. During the process of 

collecting data and interviewing respondents I adapted certain questions and adjusted 

the focus of the research as a result of the reaction of the respondents. 
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3.2 Research design  
This research consists out of several qualitative methods both on virtual and physical 

research sites. The research was initiated by combining both online and offline 

observations. Both of these spaces gave me insight into the dynamics of the refugee 

community. Through online observations I familiarized myself with the target group, 

and by observing the content within the online community “Refugee Start Force”, I 

acquired a better impression of what the recurring themes, questions and events are. 

This online community was created on 28th of December, thus different time periods 

were analyzed to discover if the dynamic of this group changed over time. With the 

exception of the amount of members, the amount of posts and the topics did not 

change over time. These results will be further discussed in the following chapter. I 

chose to start with this method because my primary objective was to gain an in-depth 

understanding of my thesis topic by observing and analyzing respondents’ social 

situations throughout their narratives and experiences (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). 

Virtual ethnography is a suitable method because it made it possible to access and 

observe the behavior of a group of individuals who otherwise would be more difficult 

to research (Langer& Beckman, 2005).  

This method allowed me to analyze both text data and the behavior of the 

members of the online community as a participant-observant. A network analysis is 

build upon the idea of social capital, which explains how individuals make use of 

others resources and networks to reach their goals. In this sense, individuals with 

more connections somehow are assumed to do better, because they are better 

connected. During this research I explored to what extent this assumption is valid. 

Ultimately, the goal of this research was to decipher how Syrian refugees in urban 

cities throughout the Netherlands make sense of their new position in the Netherlands 

and how they expand their social capital by creating new social ties. The data for this 

research was collected through use of the following methods: qualitative content 

analysis, informal interviews and participant observations. 
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3.3 Content Analysis  
Content analysis is a method of analyzing written, verbal or visual communication 

messages (Cole, 1988). This method can be used on either qualitative or quantitative 

data; in an inductive or deductive way. I adopted an inductive approach. This 

approach moves from the specific to the general, so that particular instances are 

observed and then combined into a larger whole or general statement (Chinn & 

Kramer, 1999). This approach consists of three main phases: preparation, organizing, 

and reporting. In the first phase, the unit of analysis is selected (McCain 1988, 

Cavanagh 1997, Guthrie et al. 2004). This can be a word or a theme (Polit & Beck, 

2004). I analyzed the theme ‘social capital’ and all the posts related to this theme in 

the form of activities being organized and questions being asked with the main 

purpose of expanding one's social capital and making use of each others connections. 

I focused on the content posted in the online communities ‘Refugee Start Force’.  

Also, I explored online for other relevant communities and websites that could be of 

added value to my research. I started the analytical process, by striving to make sense 

of the data and getting familiar with the environment to learn ‘what is going on’ 

(Morse & Field 1995). According to Dey (1993), when reading the data, you should 

pay attention to questions such as whom, where, what, and when is it happening. The 

goal is to become immersed in the data and become thoroughly familiar with them 

(Polit & Beck, 2004). To do so, I created a topic list where I stated which topics 

payed attention to. This topic list can be found in the appendix. 

3.4 Participant observation  

Participant observation can serve many different purposes. When doing participant 

observation, the observer locates himself in a particular place where he/she watches 

actors of one sort or another and becomes involved with them (Spradley, 2016). Each 

observer has a different reason for selecting a particular place. However, each social 

situation can be described by three components, a place, actors and activities. While 

conducting my content analysis I decided to also partake in social activities that were 

being offered and shared within the online community ‘Refugee Start Force’. Because 

online behavior is not always the same as offline behavior, I opted to explore to what 

extent the virtual cyberspace is connected with the offline behavior of the members of 

the online community. Thus, I did not observe in one specific place, but at several 
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sites where social activities were being held. The actors I observed were refugees and 

the activity that I observed was how these actors interact with each other. I did this to 

discover in what way social bonding and bridging takes place at social gatherings. I 

chose to do participant observations because I did not only want to analyze text data, 

but actually observe and analyze the behavior of the respondents in their natural 

setting.  By doing both a content analysis and also partaking in social activities posted 

in this community I was able to come in contact with more Syrian refugees and 

experience a more personal form of interaction compared to online observations. This 

method made it possible for me to compare the differences between social ties and 

virtual ties and also experience the activities directly and get a feel of what these 

events are like.  

3.5 Informal interviews 

The second method I used was informal interviews. In total, I conducted 8 interviews. 

The respondents for the interviews were selected purposefully and were approached 

through the snowballing method. The snowball method is a sampling technique where 

members of an initial sample are asked to identify and refer others with the same 

characteristics that could potentially participate in or contribute to the study 

(Matthews, B., & Ross, L. (2014). This form of purposive sampling is also known as 

chain referral. The selection criteria for the interviews included: native Syrian 

individuals, living in urban cities in the Netherlands and ideally residing in the 

Netherlands for not longer then 5 years. The respondents were mainly male except  

three respondents and their age ranged between 19 and 27 years old. In the table 

below you can find a list of the respondents with their characteristics.  

Table 2: Characteristics respondents 

 

 Gender Age Location Time in NL Occupation 
1. A Male 27  Amsterdam Zuid Oost 5 years Bachelor Student/ Intern New Dutch Connection 
2. R Male 26 Den Haag 2 years Student schakeljaar 
3. J Male 25 Utrecht 2 years Master Student  
4. H Female 23 Amsterdam West 9 months Works at the bar "De school" 
5.M Male 25 Amsterdam Zuid Oost 9 months Works at Pakhuis Zwijger 
6.W Male 27 Utrecht 2 years Works at restaurant SYR 
7. H Female 20 Amsterdam 2 years VASVU Student 
8. R Female 19 Rotterdam 1,5 years Volunteer work 
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Because the respondents would like to stay anonymous, the numbers in front of their 

initials will be used to indicate who is being referred to. The interviews were 

conducted in a narrative manner, allowing the interviewees to tell their stories and 

share their experiences. To recap, the main goal of this research is to decipher how 

Syrian refugees in the Netherlands make sense of their social capital and how they 

create networks and how this has helped them expand their social capital. During the 

interviews, I had the opportunity to delve deeper into the respondents’ autobiography 

and their personal preferences regarding social networking. This method adds an extra 

dimension to my content analysis and made it possible for me to experience unique 

narratives that I would not have encountered online. 

 

3.6 Data Analysis 

Content analysis  

The data was analyzed with an array of different tools. The text data that was 

collected throughout the content analysis was analyzed by looking at the most 

occurring topics and questions, whereupon I categorized the data in categories. I 

chose to focus on different periods to discover whether there were any differences or 

similarities regarding the content. The quantitative data was collected and analyzed 

with the analytical tool Likealyzer, which provides an analysis based on metrics such 

as presence, dialogue, and amount of comments and likes. Afterwards, the data was 

organized in an excel sheet based on defined categories. This resulted in a clear 

overview of the most common subjects. 

Informal Interviews 

Most interviews were transcribed within a week after they took place. This allowed 

for the stories to still be fresh in my memory, and I could add notes about the overall 

interview experience. This includes aspects that could not be audio-recorded such as 

appearance, feelings etc. In order to get a clear vision of qualitative data I made use of 

the software Atlas.ti to code all of the interviews. In the first round of coding I used 

open coding. I read through the data and created codes, which summarized a certain 

part of text. This round allowed me to start searching for patterns (Taylor, 2001) and 

attempting to make sense of the whole dataset. Afterwards, I was able to more easily 

discover certain patterns and compare the different answers of the respondents. 

Another tool that I used was world cloud. The "word cloud" R library helps the user 
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get an understanding of weights of a word/term in the matrix. The weights are 

proportional to the size and color that are shown in the matrix. This is a helpful tool to 

present and visualize the results.  

 

Participation observations 

During both the online and offline observations I took notes and kept a diary where I 

kept track of everything I saw and heard. These notes were worked out into a story of 

what I have observed throughout my whole research. 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  



	   25	  

4.	  Results 
In the following chapter I will present the most important empirical findings of the 

research. The results have been collected through participant observations and 

interviews. The results are presented in four sections and are supported by quotes 

from the respondents. The first section describes the organizational context in which 

the research was executed. The second section illustrates how Syrian refugees expand 

their social capital by creating new networks. In the third section I discuss if online 

activities contribute to the expansion of the social capital of the respondents. The last 

section describes the current position of refugees in the Netherlands. 

 

4.1 Organizational context  
For this research I combined both online and offline research sites. Both of these 

spaces gave me insights into the dynamics of the Syrian community. I chose to use 

online observations as a tool to gain deeper knowledge about the community and to 

discover the various obstacles or issues this community faces while living in the 

Netherlands. First of all, I explored different online communities and decided to 

become a member of the online community Refugee Start Force. This community is 

one of the “busiest” communities on Facebook. The community was created on the 

28th of December 2015 and already has a staggering amount of 10,591 members that 

is still growing daily. The goal of this online community is to help refugees integrate 

more quickly into the Dutch society and the labor market. Through this online 

community they aim to match refugees with local professionals and companies based 

on their skills and expertise. Furthermore, the online community aims to equip 

refugees with the contacts and knowledge they need to realize their professional 

ambitions. Even though this online community is not addressed to only Syrian 

refugees, doing participant observations within this community was vital for the 

research because I gained a broader knowledge of the refugee community and it also 

helped me stay updated with future social events. Each month a minimum of 6 events 

are shared in the community. The dynamic of the group has not changed much since it 

was created except for the growing amount of members. The members of this online 

community are widely dispersed throughout the Netherlands but all are still connected 

through this community. During my observations I noticed that some topics were 

recurring. The content that is most shared in the community are social activities and 
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volunteer or job opportunities. Although this community offers the members thousand 

of new social ties, these ties are only beneficial when used. I noticed that seldom 

refugees post or ask a question with the regards to networking or contacting others. 

The most active members are not foreigners or refugees but people who work with 

refugees. Through my observations I believe this community can be better viewed as 

a platform to share stories and information with others instead of a hub where new 

valuable connections can be made. When the founder of the online community asked 

how Refugee Start Force has helped them, only seven people responded. Considering 

the group has more than 10,591 members, this response rate is very low.  
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The respondents I spoke to also indicate that they don't meet new people online but 

use the Internet and online communities as a source to find information. All in all, the 

observations within the community Refugee Start Force delivered valuable 

information regarding upcoming social events, relevant articles and news about 

refugees in the Netherlands. Due to the existence of this online community I attended 

various events where I met different refugees and experienced how refugees network 

and connect with others.	  
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4.2 Creating new networks 
The majority of the respondents did not have an existing network upon arriving and 

relied on the connections they made in the Netherlands. The places and the manner in 

which the respondents made new contacts vary per individual. Majority of the 

respondents stated that they meet new people through their daily activities, such as 

work, school or through their home environment. All respondents have experienced 

both types of networking; however social bonding is more common than social 

bridging among the respondents. The preference for a certain type of networking is 

also dependent on their environment and their experiences. Generally, the first new 

contacts the respondents made were with individuals with the same background, 

ethnicity or experience. Most of the respondents were placed in a centre for asylum 

seekers or immediately stayed with family; therefore the first new contacts they made 

were mostly within their own network.  

The respondents indicated that forms of social bonding were especially 

essential in the first few months in the Netherlands. Some respondents were lucky; to 

already have family or friends living in the Netherlands on which they could rely on. 

With time, the dynamics of networking changed among the respondents. They slowly 

started interacting with individuals outside their own networks and thus expanding 

their networks. Some respondents deliberately chose to live with a Dutch family or a 

Dutch roommate to learn more from the Dutch culture and to create new contacts 

outside of their circle. The respondents who lived with a Dutch family shared that the 

experience was wonderful and that they consider these contacts as their family.  

 

“I found a Dutch family who lives in Amsterdam Oost through the website 

Takecarebnb.com. I lived with them for 3 months and really learned a lot during this 

period. They are a very nice family; they treated me like I was their daughter. They 

taught me how to cook Dutch meals and I learned more about the Dutch culture. I 

still have contact with them and we often invite each other over for dinner”  

– Respondent 4 

 

Another respondent shared that his host family was so willing to help him out that 

they kept lowering the rent so he would not have to move out. They also included him 

in their vacations plans and invited him to join them on theirs costs.  
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Another way, the respondents made new contacts and expanded their networks was 

through volunteer work. Because of the strict rules and procedures in the Netherlands 

refugees often have to wait years before they can work and seek other ways to 

actively participate within society. Most respondents start with volunteering. In this 

way they are actively participating while also expanding their network. According to 

Mohamed Badran, a Syrian refugee, there is not a so-called “Refugee crisis” but that 

we created one. 

 

“At this point we live in a parallel society he explains. On the one hand you have the 

Dutch society that works well and on the other hand you have the Refugee society 

where people are waiting years to finally be able to actively participate in the 

society.”- Mohamed Badran 

Just like many other refugees, Mohamed wanted to start studying immediately and 

was eager to integrate into the society as fast as possible. He had many ideas and 

presented his plans to the municipality and other organization but never received an 

answer. So he took matters into his own hands and founded his own foundation called 

SYVNL. His foundation helps Syrian refugees by offering them volunteer work and 

support in implementing social ideas. Badran’s foundation started as a form of social 

bonding, because it brought individuals together with the same background. The goal 

of the foundation is to stimulate refugee integration by creating strong bonds between 

Syrian and Dutch communities through volunteer projects. However, new contacts are 

made everywhere, not only through volunteer work. Accidental and spontaneous 

encounters also often lead to new contacts. One respondent shared that she met her 

current roommate at a festival. She met him by chance and they exchanged numbers 

and now they are living together. This shows that new connections can be made 

anywhere as long as you are open to it. There is not one specific location where my 

respondents go to meet new people but it often just happens by chance and through 

their daily activities.   

For example, Wissam Hema, a Syrian refugee who by chance had an instant 

connection with his Dutch teacher. This relationship led to them organizing a cultural 

festival in Beverwijk. I met Wissam at a conference called Tackling Forced Instability, 

Radicalization and Forced Migration. This conference marked the first time I came in 
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contact with Syrian refugees. There were several speakers and many workshops. 

Wissam Hema together with Eefje Blankevoort from The Asylum Search Engine, 

organized the workshop “Arrived, now what? Getting Refugees to the Right Work”. 

Wissam explained that the current asylum procedure makes it hard for refugees to 

build up their life again because they are dependent of so many procedures and rules. 

Wissam has a background in design and art and has many ideas and wanted to start 

his own project. Just like the previous respondent he decided to present his ideas to 

the municipality of Beverwijk, but sadly they were not able to help him. During the 

workshop he presented his project regarding the integration process of refugees in the 

Netherlands. He believes that the municipality should tackle these issues immediately 

and not let refugees wait years before they can become active citizens. One of his 

suggestions was to place refugees in a town where they can easily network with 

people with the same interests and skills. Another suggestion was the introduction of a 

buddy system.  

Upon arriving in the Netherlands, all refugees receive a buddy with a similar 

educational background or the same interests who will help them create a new 

professional network that can possibly lead to a job. Wissam came up with this idea 

because he himself had difficulty creating a professional network in the Netherlands, 

especially in Beverwijk. To stimulate integration and participation in Beverwijk, he 

organized a cultural festival named “Renkonti, vier het verschil”. Together with a 

classmate I attended this festival. The goal of this festival was to encourage 

interaction between newcomers and locals and in this way bridging different cultures. 

The festival was a great success. There was food from different countries, music, and 

even a play. During dinner people exchanged stories and made new contacts. At this 

event I met two of my respondents. They regularly attend cultural festivals and other 

social events to meet new people. That's also the way they met each other, at a 

cultural festival in Utrecht. The experiences of the respondents regarding networking 

are very diverse. When it comes to making new contacts their environment plays a 

crucial role. The respondents that are currently following a schakeljaar are mainly 

interacting with other refugees and indicate that they don't have time to interact with 

anyone else, whereas respondents who are working are in contact with both locals and 

refugees.  
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The different types of networking deliver different outcomes. The results show that 

the respondents who have locals within their network have benefited enormously 

form their ties. These new Dutch contacts keep their eyes and ears open and share 

interesting job opportunities with them, helping them apply for school and much more.  

 

“I met a man called Hans through another guy I know. Hans is an old man but he 

helped me a lot and offered to practice Dutch with me. He even called the University 

for me once to ask questions. He was the one that pushed me to go study. He lives in 

Amersfoort but he came to Utrecht when I needed him. He helps more people too. I’m 

happy he helped me figure things out. UAF advised me to do a premaster yet with his 

help I started my Masters immediately after passing the admission test”. Respondent 

8 

 

The majority of the respondents used their new Dutch contacts to pursue their dreams. 

One of the respondents has a passion for writing and would love to become a Film 

Director in the future. She told her language coach that she wants to study something 

in the field of directing, filming or acting. Her coach suggested FADA Theatre to her. 

 

“One day in class, my taalcoach told me about FADA Theater because she knew I 

loved writing stories. I contacted them and asked if it’s possible to do an internship 

and I sent them short stories and scripts I have written. They were impressed but 

couldn't offer me an internship but asked if I wanted to join their theater group 

instead. That's how I became an actress.” – Respondent 8 

 

Now she is part of the cast and has created an enormous network within the Theatre 

world. She is part of the play called “Talent op de vlucht” and tours through entire 

Netherlands, performing this play. Another respondent was also approached by one of 

his Dutch contacts with the question if he would be interested to be part of a project 

her husband was conducting the time. The project was about the experiences of 

newcomers learning the Dutch language. The project was such a big success that it 

was turned into a play named “Two thousand two hundred words” 

(tweeduizendtweehonderd woorden). There are also respondents who used their new 

connections to get a job. Because their Dutch contacts have a bigger network, they 
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keep their eyes and ears open for them and indicate when they hear of an opportunity 

or sometimes even help them search for a job. In this way, three of the respondents 

managed to obtain the position they have now. Through the Refugee Company, one of 

the respondents came in contact with people that were designing an exhibition about 

Syria in Stedelijk museum and they asked him to help.  

“I helped design the structure of the exhibition. I studied architecture so that was my 

input. Its called Solutions or Utopia. Designers and architects worked together and 

created an exhibition that respond to the refugee crisis, where we developed 

inexpensive and/or smart solutions for this problem.” – Respondent 5 

After completing this exhibition, these same contacts helped him get an internship at 

Pakhuis de Zwijger. This makes it apparent that certain contacts can have an 

enormous impact on your social capital. Unfortunately, not all respondents have the 

same experience. Some respondent expressed that when it comes to creating new 

networks, they prefer networking with individuals with the same background. One 

respondent in particularly indicated that he has a hard time socializing with Dutch 

people or becoming friends with them because of the cultural differences.  He 

explains his experience in the following quote: 

“ We don't have common interests, which makes it hard. And I find that Dutch people 

are very private and individualistic. I’m not sure how to act around them, what is 

appropriate behavior and what is not.  For example, at the gym I see the same people 

every week. When I see someone from the gym on the street, I say Hi or wave and he 

or she ignores me. Same thing with my neighbors, they say Hi when they feel like it 

and other times they pass next to me and don't even care. I don't understand this. With 

my classmates I don't experience any difficulties and I have a good relationship with 

them. I think this is because we have a lot in common; they are all from Syria or 

Palestine so we understand each other. I also like that I can speak my own language 

when I’m with them. It makes me feel like I’m at home”– Respondent 2 

 

This indicates that each respondent experiences making new contacts differently. For 

some, it happens effortlessly and others really struggle. However, the environment, 

and the personality of the respondent also play a role. The above-mentioned 

respondent has never done volunteer work or really engaged with locals. He does not 
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feel the need to make new contacts because he has enough Syrian friends, he says.  

Contrastingly, other respondents indicate that they don't have problems with making 

new contacts, likely due to their personality or social skills.  

 

“ My social skills have helped me a lot. I talk with everyone, and like this. I made new 

friends really fast.”– Respondent 4 

 

“I am very social and start talking to people in trains or metro’s or on the street.  

For example, him (points at her friend). I met him in the tram. I’ve seen him before 

but we never spoke but I recognized him so I said Hi. And now we are friends.  

Funny, right?”- Respondent 8 

 

To conclude, the respondents indicated that the most new contacts are made through 

their daily activities. In addition, there is not one specific location where networking 

takes place, but, often, it happens spontaneously. Respondents, who have Dutch 

contacts within their network, have made good use of their ties. What is also evident 

is the difference between respondents who want to make new contacts versus the ones 

who do not. The reasoning behind this seems to mainly be due to their personality or 

character. Some respondents are not actively looking to make new contacts. Making 

new contacts, especially strong ties take time and effort.  

4.3 Online activities and social capital  
In this section I will explain to what extent online activities has influence on the social 

capital of the respondents. All of the respondents indicated that they use Social media, 

Whatsapp and Skype to stay in touch with friends and family. However, none of the 

respondents use these platforms or others on the Internet to make new contacts and 

prefer meeting new people face to face. Nevertheless, their activity online still 

expands their social capital because they us the Internet to stay up to date with 

upcoming events, which is indeed where they make new contacts. To better 

understand how online activities can expand someone’s social capital I did participant 

observations within the online community Refugee Start Force. This group is very 

active. Many social activities, volunteer opportunities are shared within this group. 

Being a member of an online community instantly provides individuals with access to 
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valuable information. Refugee Start Force also shares workshops and internships 

opportunities. To apply, members who are interested must fill in a form and 

afterwards they will contact the members who responded. The respondents are not 

active members in online communities but they do use Facebook as a means to gain 

information. There are numerous online communities and Facebook pages that 

organize and share online activities especially for refugees. If it weren’t for social 

media, it does not seem like activities would reach such a big population, as they do 

now. Besides social media, there are also websites and forums that serve as a source 

of support for refugees. During my online observation I discovered the Facebook page 

“Operatie Zohre”. On this page, Zohre, a refugee from Afghanistan shares her 

experiences regarding integration in the Netherlands.  She does this by making videos 

of her speaking to people about integration issues with the hope to help herself but 

also other refugees. In one of her vlogs she asks her followers how to create a network 

in the Netherlands. Many people reacted and came up with suggestions and tips. In 

the pictures below you can read some of the comments. 

 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
       Image 3: Comments Operatie Zohre 

 

 

 

 

This is also a way of expanding your network and making new contacts. My results 

and observations indicate that online activities definitely add to the expansion of 

social capital.  

 

Image 2: Operatie Zohre 
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4.4 Position of Refugees in the Netherlands 
While conducing this research it became clear that the dominant discourse concerning 

refugees in the Netherlands is mostly negative, which affects the position of refugees. 

A poor position within the Dutch society in combination with negative stereotypes 

associated with refugees can make it harder for them to make new contacts. Not each 

environment is as welcoming as others. After conducting several interviews, I 

discovered that the respondents make sense of their position differently from each 

other. The factor that has the most influence on their position is their environment.  

The results indicate that all the respondents are eager to be part of the society.  
However, bad experiences and unwelcoming environments have sometimes 

led to feeling excluded or unwelcomed. Upon arriving in the Netherlands one of the 

respondents was eager to find a job and sought help from the Refugee Company. This 

company is a non-profit organization that offers refugees freelance jobs or volunteer 

opportunities. However, you do not get paid for your services. The respondent 

indicated that she didn't enjoy her experience working there because she was 

constantly reminded that she was different and in her opinion was treated as a victim.  

The following quote describes her feelings towards her new position in the 

Netherlands.  

 

“ People are really nice but I don't like it that I get labeled as a refugee everywhere. 

I’m just a person like anyone else.  You work for free. They have a mentality “ oh you 

should be happy that we are helping you”- Respondent 4 

Eventually, this respondent left the refugee company and is currently working in a bar 

called “De school”. She explained that in her current environment, people don't care 

that she is a refugee and that she is treated just like the other employees. The constant 

emphasis on the differences between refugees and locals, contributes to the feeling of 

“us versus them”, which makes it even harder for refugees to feel welcome within the 

society. During my observations at the event “Jouw toekomst is mijn toekomst” this 

was proven. At this event Ernest van der Kwast presented his book, which is about the 

stories and experiences of four refugee students. Two from the four refugees he 

interviewed are from Syria. Both of them work hard to battle the stereotypes that are 

accompanied with being a refugee. Heba, one of the Syrian students indicates that 

what struck her in Spakenburg; the town in which she is currently living in, is that 
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people expected her family to start at the bottom just because they are refugees.  

“Upon arriving in Spakenburg people looked at us like we were aliens.  They also 
treat us like we don't know what prosperity is. But what they don't realize is that we 

had everything before the war”- Heba 
 

Heba explained that her family tried to reduce the division between them and the 

locals but that the neighborhood wasn’t very welcoming. 

 
“When we just moved, we baked a cake and brought it to our neighbors, they looked 

at us and said thank you and closed the door. We are the first refugees in this town so 
I think they don't know how to react.”- Heba 

 
After multiple times of trying to make contact with people in the neighborhood, Heba 

explained she gave up. They sent flowers, but the neighbors did not want to interact 

with the family. The kids in the neighborhood also fought with Heba’s little brother 

because he wasn’t allowed to play in his own front yard. It escalated and the police 

got involved. Heba shared that they don't have contact with their neighbors anymore 

but that is for the best. Despite these experiences Heba is happy to be safe and able to 

work on her future in the Netherlands. She’s currently following the course VASVU 

at the University of Amsterdam and hopes to become a doctor and return to Syria to 

help. Omar, also a Syrian refugee that was present at the event recognizes this attitude 

towards refugees. He explains that his mother is highly educated but in the 

Netherlands people expect her to clean windows because she is a refugee. Omar 

explains that it is frustrating that people don't appreciate the skills of his mother. 

Unfortunately, this is very common for refugees in the Netherlands.  

The negative stereotypes towards refugees contribute to the poor position of 

refugees in the Netherlands. Another example of a similar experience is that of the 

Syrian writer Linda Belal. She fled to the Netherlands 1,5 year ago and writes for the 

column  “Nieuw in Nederland” in the paper “de Correspondent”.  In this column she 

writes about her experiences regarding building a new existence in the Netherlands. 

This article was shared within the online community Refugee Start Force where I was 

doing my online observations. This acricle received a lot of attention and support 

within the group. In this article she shared her experiences with the municipality.  
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“On Tuesday morning I had my first appointment with an official of the municipality. 

It was my first official meeting with someone from the government. This made me feel 

that I was on the right track to become part of this society.” - Linda Belal 

 

Unfortunately, this excitement quickly evaporated when she started talking to the 

official. Belal explained a bit about her past and presented her plans for the future. 

She was interrupted with the question “Why don’t you speak Dutch?” She then 

explained that she just started Dutch classes and wasn't good enough to have a 

conversation in Dutch. The official did not seem to mind and kept speaking Dutch and 

said that she had to speak the Dutch language because she was in a government 

building. Belal explained her plan for the future and shared that she would love to 

start a website and magazine in both Arabic and Dutch where she would write about 

stories and experiences of people living in the Netherlands. The official did not even 

get into it and asked her what her plan b was. Belal was upset with his response 

because she didn't have a plan b. She has worked as a journalist for more then 10 

years and has never had another job. The official responded with the following: 

 You have to learn something new. Let the hope as working as a journalist sail.  Learn 

how to clean for example. That’s a profession that doesn't require much experience 

and it’s good for women. " 

Of course, Belal was upset when she heard this and she started crying. While I was 

reading this article I myself could not believe how people can be so rude. My findings 

indicate that the municipality isn’t always as helpful as people would assume. One of 

the respondents indicated that it took him 1 year to come in contact with the 

municipality of Schiedam so they could help him get his papers ready for school. It 

took too long so he asked a friend to help him. In addition, when asked what the 

respondents would like to change regarding services and support that is available in 

the Netherlands the majority of the respondents replied that the organizations and the 

municipality should listen more to refugees and not treat them as a number. 

“Not everyone is the same and 1+1 is not always 2. Each situation could be different 

and they don't take that into account. Besides that, they are not very flexible. They 

decide when you have an appointment and don't care if you have to work or have any 

other plans. You have to cancel.”- Respondent 8 
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The most important finding regarding the position of the refugees in the Netherlands 

is the clear distinction between us versus them. There are a lot of initiatives that are 

eager to help refugees but they all emphasize the difference between refugees and 

locals, which only stimulates this division even more and makes it harder for refugees 

to break free of these defining categories. The founder of the online community 

Refugee Start Force asked the members of his community the following question  

“Is it a problem that people call you a refugee”? As you can see in the picture below, 

most members indicated that they do not have a problem with this term, but they do 

have a problem when they get treated like they are from another planet. 

 

 
 

Image 3: Poll and comments in Refugee Start Force 

 

The responses on this poll indicate that refugees feel that they get treated differently 

just because of their background and that the word “refugee” has negative 

connotations. Refugees are expected to integrate into society as fast as possible, but at 

the other hand they are repeatedly reminded of the fact that they are different and 

therefore not fully part of the society. During my online observations I also noticed 

that certain refugees don't appreciate it when scholars ask for help regarding research 
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projects about refugees. Especially when it comes to simple topics such as the use of 

mobile phones. This post in particularly got a lot of negative comments. One of the 

comments said the following “ Do you think we are aliens from another planet that 

don't know how to use phones? This is so stupid!” The guy that posted this request, 

apologized and explained the purpose of his research in more detail with the hope to 

make it more clear. The post was later removed. The way refugees are perceived in 

the Netherlands definitely influences their position in the society but it also impacts 

their self-image. For this reason, one of the respondents shares that she doesn't easily 

ask for help because she doesn't want to be seen as a sad, helpless refugee. Even 

though she is sad, she doesn't want people to perceive her in that way. All of these 

factors can make it harder for refugees to make new contacts.  
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5.Discussion  
In this chapter the results of this research will be discussed. During this research I 

examined how Syrian refugees in the Netherlands create new networks and highlight 

in which way social capital provides insight into the positioning of refugees in the 

Dutch society.  
 

5.1. Revisiting the problem 

Over the past several years, the Netherlands has witnessed an influx of Syrian 

refugees. This is the main motive for this research. It is of social importance to pay 

attention to the participation of refugees in the Netherland given the recently large 

influx. This group wants to actively participate within the Dutch society and build up 

a new life in the Netherlands. This research explores how they use their networks and 

the embedded resources within these social networks to integrate within society. The 

aim of this research is to share new knowledge on how refugees experience making 

new contacts in the Netherlands. The results contribute to the ongoing integration 

debate. By taking on a sensemaking approach and focusing on the point of view of the 

refugees themselves I was able to deliver new insights. 

 

5.2 Discussing the results 

Creating new networks 

A network can be described as a structure of ties, where ties are the building blocks of 

networks. My results indicate that the majority of the respondents actively seek ways 

to expand their networks by volunteering or attending social events. Putnam makes a 

distinction between two types of networks: social bonding and social bridging. Social 

bonding networks are defined as strong ties, bringing ‘together people who are like 

one another in important aspects such as ethnicity, age, gender, social class while 

social bridging brings people together who are unlike one another. The type of 

network activities among the respondents changed over time. As their network grows, 

the type of networking often changes. Each stage of integration influences their 

decisions about whom they network with the most. They chose the course of action 

that is likely to increase the probability of success. My respondents share the 

experience that upon arriving in the Netherlands social bridging is crucial, because the 

resources acquired throughout these new contacts can reduce difficulties of 
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integration into the new society. As time passes, social bonding becomes more 

important among my respondents. One of the most important findings is the 

realization that each respondent has their own approach when it comes to making new 

contacts. Some respondents are very social and talk to everyone while others are more 

timid and have more difficulty approaching strangers or don’t feel the need to partake 

in social bridging. Refugees have obtained a varying amount of social, human and 

cultural capital before they have fled to the Netherlands. The mix of these forms of 

capital affect their involvement with certain networks in the Netherlands (Nee & 

Sanders, 2010). My results indicate that respondents who already had a large ethnic 

network upon arriving in the Netherlands were less inclined to involve themselves in 

bridging networks. Another main factor that influences the networking process is the 

environment in which it takes place. The environment can contain both enabling and 

constraining forces. Individuals seek an environment where they feel comfortable and 

accepted. Making new contacts in such an environment is way easier than in an 

environment where you feel excluded. 

 

Online activities and Social capital 
The findings make it evident that my respondents don't use online communities to 

create new contacts but use the Internet as source of gaining and sharing information. 

They also use Social media, Whatsapp and Skype to stay in touch with friends and 

family. However, none of my respondents use the Internet to make new contacts and 

prefer meeting new people face-to-face. Nevertheless, their activity online still 

expands their social capital because every time they add a new contact or share a post. 

Upon starting this research I was under the assumption that online communities would 

be very popular among my respondents but it was not. Therefore, I could not directly 

make a comparison of what I analyzed within the online community Refugee Start 

Force with the results of my interviews. Offline and online networks have different 

functions.  The Internet especially supports contact with weaker ties, while offline ties 

focus more on strong ties (Wellman, 2001). The Internet especially supports the 

formation of weak ties, and my respondents are seeking ways to actively participate 

within society and create strong ties with the members of the society. The Internet is 

more effective for maintaining ties instead of creating new ones (Koku, Nazer, & 

Wellman, 2001). My respondents indicate that they mainly use the Internet to fill in 
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the gaps between face-to-face meetings. Thus, online relationships should not be seen 

as entities in themselves. The Internet makes a different form of connecting with 

others possible, increasing the overall capacity of contact by providing other ways to 

communicate with existing ties (Hampton & Wellman, 2003). 

I believe the following factors might have influenced the use of online activity 

among my respondents. The first factor is age. The respondents I interviewed were all 

quite young, their ages ranged between 19 till 27 years old. The respondents are 

enrolled in school, working or doing an internship. In other words, they are actively 

participating within the society. During my observations and conservations with 

several individuals it became clear that older respondents often have more difficulty 

creating new networks because they aren’t as actively participating within society. 

This group might reach out to online communities faster then a younger generation 

that prefers making new contacts through his/her daily activities.  

The second factor, which plays a role, is the geographical areas of the 

respondents. This research was focused on respondents residing in large urban cities 

in the Netherlands. In comparison to small villages in the Netherlands, larger cities 

such as Amsterdam offer endless social activities to refugees with the goal to 

stimulate interaction among different groups. Research has shown that the availability 

of neighborhood common spaces such as café’s and a community center increases 

local tie formation and higher levels of community involvement (Kuo et al., 1998). 

Urban cities such as Amsterdam are very multicultural and offer a variety of social 

activities where refugees can connect with individuals with similar interests. During 

my observation within the online community Refugee Start Force, I noticed that 

members living in smaller villages were more active online and asked for suggestions 

regarding activities in their village. If the village they live in doesn't offer much social 

activities it seems plausible that they seek interaction elsewhere, like online. The 

respondents did not have difficulty finding social activities in their city and therefore 

did not use the Internet as the main tool to meet new contacts and expand their social 

capital.  
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Positioning of refugees in the Netherlands 

After conducting several interviews I discovered that the position of my respondents 

is very important when it comes to making new contacts. The results indicate that 

there is a strong division between us versus them. This sometimes makes it harder for 

refugees to make new contacts. There are constantly reminded that they are different, 

which leads to feeling excluded or unwelcome. According to Essed (2002), societies 

are incapable of including diversity, not because of discrimination but because of a 

normative preference for sameness. The 4D model designed by Kwame Nimako in 

1998 clearly sketches four approaches to the problem of diversity demographic and 

labor market participation.  

 

This model distinguishes four paradigms: deficit, difference, discrimination 

and diversity. My findings indicate that my respondents experience the paradigms 

deficit and difference. The deficit paradigm focuses on what are considered 

development gaps between the dominant group and the norm group (Essed, 2002). 

The majority of minority policies are focused on the cultural and social shortcomings 

among refugees instead of their skills. To reduce these shortcomings, refugees have to 

follow interventions such as language training programs and the compulsory 

"becoming a citizen" training. The respondents do not have a problem with following 

these interventions, but feel like they will never be considered completely equal 

because of these differences.   

 

Another paradigm that is present in this research is the difference paradigm. 

This paradigm identifies cultural differences as a main factor to position refugees. 

According to Brubaker and Cooper (2000), individuals make sense of the world, by 

using identity categories such as race, class and background to organize individuals 

and position oneself and others within the society. The disadvantage of using labels to 

position refugees is that the word “Refugee” is associated with negative connotations 

and stereotypes which influences the way individuals react towards refugees. One of 

the respondents explained this by pointing out that locals react differently when you 

say you are an expat, for example, instead of you're a refugee.  
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To conclude, refugees are absorbed into the host culture, but there is still a 

preference for sameness. Refugees are expected to adapt if they want to fully get 

accepted within society. However, this is contradicting because even individuals, who 

are born in the Netherlands, are also categorized as different when they have a 

different background.  According to Essed (2002) the preferences for sameness, 

whether gendered or racialized, are historically part and parcel of the social fabric of 

our societies and this preference is hard to break. 
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6. Conclusion 
This research set out to examine how Syrian refugees in the Netherlands create new 

networks and highlight in which way social capital provides insight into the 

positioning of refugees in the Dutch society. The main research question was: 

 

“How do Syrian refugees make sense of their positioning in the Dutch society and 

how does this influence their social capital?” 

 

The majority of the respondents did not have an existing network upon arriving and 

relied on the new connections they made in the Netherlands. The places and the 

manner in which the respondents made new contacts alters and varies per individual 

and also changes over time. The majority stated that they meet new people through 

their daily activities, such as work, school or through their environment and not 

through online platforms. Creating new contacts doesn't go as smoothly for all the 

respondents. The results indicate that refugees often experience difficulties regarding 

networking because of their positioning within the Dutch society. Some respondents 

are more aware of their poor positioning compared to others because of the 

environment in which they are located. Every environment can have either enabling 

or constraining factors. The following factors have contributed to the poor position 

within the Dutch society. Firstly, the constant emphasize on their differences which 

creates an “us versus them” feeling. Secondly, the negative stereotypes associated 

with the word refugees. The general narrative throughout this research is that refugees 

want to actively participate within society and get accepted for who they are. 

Refugees are absorbed within the Dutch society however; their positioning and their 

differences do have an influence on how they create new networks. Despite, these 

factors the respondents have successfully managed to create new networks. It might 

have been harder for them compared to locals but despite their positioning in the 

society they all have managed to expand their networks and use their social capital to 

achieve their goals. 
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6.1 Further research 
In order to improve this research, I would recommend the following suggestions for 

further research. First of all, interviewing more respondents and also focusing on 

respondents with different backgrounds. Because the respondents were collected 

through the snowballing method, the group has similar characteristics. To gain a 

broader insight within the Syrian community it would be interesting to see how older 

respondents experience and make sense of their social capital. Besides, age I would 

suggest making a distinction based on the occupation of the refugees. Refugees who 

work make sense of their social capital differently then refugees who are unemployed 

and sitting home. Secondly, I would suggest focusing on one particular city in the 

Netherlands because I noticed that each environment has its own enabling and/or 

constraining factors. Thirdly, a longer research period would generate more valuable 

insight within the Syrian community. I would suggest focus groups every few months 

to see how the social capital of the respondent changes over time.  The last 

recommendation is to include the different types of capital. This research only focuses 

on social capital. However, my results indicate that human and cultural capital 

influences the social capital of the respondents. 

 

6.2 Practical implications 
This research clearly showed the benefits of having a social network when resettling 

in a new society. However, the results indicate that refugees often experience 

difficulties regarding networking because of their positioning within the Dutch society. 

I suggest the following practical implications to make this process easier and also to 

create an inclusive society.  First, it’s important to combat negative stereotypes about 

refugees. Especially within politics there is a negative discourse towards refugees and 

migrants. This discourse spreads like wildfire and stimulates more negativity towards 

refugees. Which only has a negative effect on networking. The results indicate, that 

more than anything refugees just want to be a part of the society and not continuously 

be reminded that they are a refugee. I would suggest using terms such as refugee less 

to diminish the feeling of “us versus them.  We are all the same, no need to use 

confining categories to describe individuals. Secondly, the society should not treat 

refugees as victims but more as survivors. Empower them and focus on the future, 

instead of focusing on the past.  Focus on their talents and not their shortcomings.  
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We can learn so much of each other. I would suggest organizations to organize events 

where locals and refugees can share their knowledge with each other and 

subsequently build a professional network. Thirdly, official institutions should listen 

more to the needs of refugees. Currently they feel like a number and not heard. It is 

great that refugees have so many rights, but they’d rather have opportunities. 

Refugees should have some sort of influence on governmental decisions affecting 

their lives.  

Lastly, we as a society should remember that we have to do this together. It's an 

exchange process, you give and you take and together we can achieve an inclusive 

society.  
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Appendix 1: Topic List Content Analysis 

 

Community: Refuge Start Force 

 

• How popular is the page? Amount of members 

• How much has the page grown in the last year? 

• How engaged are the page's or community’s members?  

• How many posts get posted in a week?  

• Do the members react to the posts? With like or comments? 

• Which topics receive the most likes/ comments? 

• What are the most common topics that get discussed? 

• Do some topics receive more attention then others? If so, which ones? 

• How do members react to social activities that get organized? 

• Are any of the fans for the page particularly outspoken and participatory 

• What are there main differences between the pages or communities that you 

analyze? 
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Appendix 2: Topic List Interviews 
 
The following topic list was created to explore how Syrian refugees make sense of 
their social capital and create new network. This topic list was used to interview the 
respondents. 

Objectives 
• To determine how the respondents make sense of their social capital 
• To explore different types networking 
• To gather reflections on their experiences about networking with others 
• To better understand how these networks are beneficial to them 
• To better understand how they experience a sense of belonging in the Dutch 

society 
 
1. Life History 

• Name 
• Age 
• Home country 
• Journey to the Netherlands 
• Amount of time in the Netherlands 
• Experiences regarding living in the NL 
• Family composition in the NL 
• Extended family 

 
2. Employment/ Education 

• Education background 
• Qualifications 
• Interests 
• Current position (employed or student?) 
• Experience job/school 
• Relationship with colleagues and/or students 

 
• Daily routine or every day activities (especially for those who aren’t employed 

or go to school) 
 
 
3. Social networking 

• Contact with friends or family abroad 
• New contacts in NL 
• Where and how did you meet 
• Locals or newcomers 
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• Experiences regarding making new contacts (easy/ difficult/ what are the 
obstacles etc.) 

• What tools do you use to meet new people (social media/ volunteering/ 
neighborhood activities) 

 
4. Social Media 

• Usage of social media 
• Types of social media 
• Main purpose for your use of social media 
• Familiar with the online community Refugee Start Force 
• Member of any online communities  
• Reasoning (elaborate why you are a member or are not) 
• Interests online 
• What content online do you react to the most  
• Made new friends online 
• Still in contact 
• Have you ever met in person 
• Share your experiences  

 
5. Interaction 

• Daily interaction with whom (locals or refugees) 
• New contacts: who/ where/ still in contact 
• With who do you interact with the most offline and who online 
• Where do you meet new people 
• Specific location (bar/café/ school/ work) 
• Shared interests or anything in common 
• Feelings towards these contacts  
• Describe one of these interactions 
• Volunteer work 
• Social activities 

 
6. Environmental context 

• Current and previous residence  
• Living arrangements: roommates/ alone/ with family etc. 
• How the process went 
• Feelings towards the neighborhood and the living situation 
• Experiences of inclusion or exclusion in your environment 

 
7. Support 

• Resources: who helped you/ friends/ municipality/ online communities etc. 
• How did the above mentioned people make a difference 
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• Which services used to find job/school etc. 
• Why those services 
• Enough information available 
• Experiences with these services  
 

8. Conclusion 
• What do you like most of life in the NL 
• What do you dislike about life in NL 
• General experience in NL 
• Feeling of home 
• Which factors add to this sense of belonging/home 
• What is needed to feel comfortable and at home 
• Suggestions or changes that you would like to see 

 
 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
 
 
 
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  


