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Preface  

In front of you lies my master’s thesis ‘When do newcomers feel at home?’ This thesis examines what 

a sense of home means to Syrian newcomers who utilize the digital ‘Welcome’ application. The research 

was conducted for the organization Welcome App in order to gain a better understanding of the elements 

that contribute to the development of a sense of home and to determine the extent to which a digital 

application can contribute to the development of this feeling. The thesis was written between January 

2021 and June 2021 as part of the master’s program Culture, Organization, and Management at the Vrije 

Universiteit of Amsterdam. 

 Before beginning this research, I knew nothing about the refugee situation in the Netherlands or 

what it is like to be forced to start a new life in a foreign country. Furthermore, I was not familiar with 

organizations, like the Welcome App, that wish to contribute to the integration process of newcomers. 

As a result, in order to broaden my knowledge, I decided to conduct my research into the field of refugee 

studies. In retrospect, I am glad I chose to conduct research in this field because I learned a lot about the 

refugee situation in the Netherlands, about Syrian culture, and had some beautiful and interesting 

conversations. 

 Hereby, I would like to thank the people who contributed to the writing process of this thesis. 

Firstly, I would like to thank the Welcome App for providing me the opportunity and freedom to conduct 

research within their organization. Also, thank you for all of your help throughout the process and for 

thinking with me. Secondly, I would like to thank everyone who participated in the research and was 

willing to take the time to speak to me. Thank you for trusting me and sharing your personal stories and 

experiences. Thirdly, I would like to thank my friends, family, and fellow students for not only listening 

to me when I wanted to talk about my research, but also for double-checking certain parts of my thesis. 

Because of you, I was always motivated to keep working on my thesis. Finally, I would like to thank 

my supervisor, Drs. R.L. Larruina, for his guidance, feedback, and encouragement throughout the thesis 

process. Thank you so much for your confidence in me and for sharing your knowledge about refugee 

studies. Furthermore, I would like to thank Dr. C. Roessingh for reading my thesis as a second reader. 

 Wishing a lot of reading enjoyment,  

Chantal Offerman  

Amsterdam, 24th of June 2021 
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Introduction  

Between 2015 and 2017, the number of people seeking asylum in Europe increased significantly 

(Eurostat, 2020) to the extent this was called an ‘asylum system crisis’. This was caused by the inability 

of Europe’s refugee reception system to cope with the growing number of asylum applications 

(Boersma, Kraiukhina, Larruina, Lehota, & Nury, 2018). Many volunteers created social initiatives to 

support refugee reception and integration (Larruina, Boersma  & Ponzoni, 2019; Boersma et al., 2018; 

Rast & Ghorashi, 2018). The organization Welcome App is one such initiatives.  

 This organization attempts to reach out to all newcomers in the Netherlands, as well as locals, 

businesses, and initiatives that wish to assist newcomers, by providing a digital application that connects 

all of those people in a number of ways. Firstly, the application provides an overview of activities set 

up by other organizations and locals, as well as activities organized by the Welcome App itself, that may 

help with starting a new life. Secondly, by offering internships and traineeships, the application provides 

access to other organizations. Finally, newcomers can use the application's community function to ask 

questions and connect with others. These opportunities will be available to newcomers who create a 

profile and fill out the application with personal information. By providing these services, the 

organization hopes to make newcomers feel at home and to help them integrate. 

 The concept ‘feeling at home’ is shown as essential in the understanding of refugees’ 

displacement, since they are defined by their loss of home, according to previous research (Taylor, 

2013). In addition, this concept is critical in refugee studies because it is intrinsically linked to the 

concepts of integration (Ager & Strang, 2008), inclusion (Anthias, 2009) and sense of belonging 

(Hagerty, Lynch-Sauer, Patusky, Bouwsema & Collier, 1992; Fozdar & Hartley, 2013; Verkuyten, 

2016), which are central concepts in debates over the rights, settlement and adjustment of refugees. 

Furthermore, a feeling of home illustrates people’s emotions and feelings with regard to their 

displacement, which is crucial in understanding migration (Anthias, 2009; Wang, 2016; Wiles, 2008). 

Finally, because the aforementioned literature indicates that a sense of home is essential in 

understanding the integration process of newcomers, this concept is central to this research. 

 For the Welcome App it is critical to understand what ‘feeling at home’ means to newcomers 

because they wish to contribute to the development of this feeling, since it has played a significant role 

in the establishment of this social initiative for supporting refugee reception and integration. Moreover, 

understanding what this feeling  entails, allows the organization to focus on what newcomers genuinely 

need to develop a sense of home and how their digital application can help. The findings of this research 

may result in a shift in the organization’s approach, so that refugee perspectives become more central. 

Finally, because no prior research has been conducted into how an application can contribute to the 

development of a sense of home for newcomers, this research adds to the existing literature on 

integration. 
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 This research focuses on Syrian newcomers between the ages of 18 and 40 who use the Welcome 

application. This is because Syrian newcomers constitute the majority of newcomers seeking asylum in 

the Netherlands (Algemene Rekenkamer, 2018), as well as the majority of those using the application.  

Furthermore, because research has shown that a newcomer’s background influences their sense of home 

(Dudley, 2011), there is a preference for asylum seekers from a single country rather than multiple 

countries. By selecting this group of newcomers, the data of the research can only be applied to Syrian 

newcomers between the ages of 18 and 40 who use the application. 

Thesis structure 

The first introductory chapter will outline the research context, the research questions, and the relevance 

of this research. This chapter also contains background information about the Welcome App 

organization for which this research is being conducted. The second chapter will present the theoretical 

framework. This chapter will elaborate upon the research question and sub-questions with concepts of 

integration, acculturation, home, sense of belonging, voice and participation, and digital platforms. The 

third chapter will present the methods used for this research. This includes an elaboration on the research 

design, the methods, and the implementation of the research. The chapter concludes with a reflection on 

my role as a researcher. The fourth chapter will present the empirical findings of the research. The 

findings will be analyzed and discussed in the theoretical reflections within this chapter. In the final 

chapter, a conclusion is drawn by first answering the sub-questions and then answering the research 

question. The chapter will be concluded with a reflection on the research containing limitations and 

recommendations for future research. 

Terminology  

In order to clarify the various terms that were used for the introduction and research context, an overview 

has been made with the most important definitions. 

 

Refugee: Someone who has been forced to flee his or her country because of persecution, war, or 

violence (UNHCR: The UN Refugee Agency, n.d.). 

 

Asylum seeker: When people flee their own country and seek sanctuary in another country they apply 

for asylum. This is the right to be recognized as a refugee and receive legal protection and material 

assistance (UNHCR: The UN Refugee Agency, n.d.). 

 

Newcomer: Term for people with a (forced) migration background who now live in a ‘new’ home 

country. This includes refugees and asylum-seekers (Aljazeera, n.d.). Finally, this term will be used 

during the research to describe the users of the Welcome App. This is because the Welcome App 

recognized that the term ‘refugee’ has a negative connotation. 
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1.1 Research context  

In order to understand the setting of this research, it is important to contextualize how the Welcome App 

emerged during the crisis. Subsequently, this section discusses the process of transitioning from asylum 

seeker to status holder in the Netherlands. This will provide more insight into how newcomers become 

status holders, which will be useful in understanding the integration process. Lastly, this section presents 

the issues surrounding refugee integration in the Netherlands, which will aid in understanding 

newcomers’ position in Dutch society. 

1.1.1 The asylum system crisis 

Between 2015 and 2017, the number of asylum applications in Europe doubled, from 594,180 in 2014 

to 1,282,690 in 2015 (Eurostat, 2020). This was also the case in the Netherlands, where the number grew 

from 21,800 applications in 2014 to 43,100 in 2015. Many citizens from countries across 

the Mediterranean Sea were forced to leave their homes due to war, economic inequality, natural 

disasters, or political conflicts. Most of the refugees came from Syria due to the outbreak of the Syrian 

civil war in 2011 (UNHCR: The UN Refugee Agency, 2020). More than seven million Syrians have 

fled their home since. People from Afghanistan, Eritrea, and Kosovo were also forced to flee from their 

homes to neighboring countries or Europe (Boersma et al., 2018).  

 Europe could not cope with the vast number of asylum applications (Boersma, Kraiukhina, 

Larruina, Lehota, & Nury, 2018). There was a lack of clear legislation and no coordinated effort to deal 

with the increase in arriving newcomers (Heisbourg, 2015). Emergency shelters and asylum request 

processing facilities were urgently required in a short period of time. However, the refugee reception 

system proved unable to create those collective actions and coordinate institutions for the refugees 

(Boersma et al., 2018). Due to the inability of the refugee reception system to deal with refugees’ 

displacement and their subsequent arrival in Europe (Larruina et al., 2019: p. 54), the situation was 

described as an ‘asylum system crisis’.   

 During this period, many social initiatives emerged in response to Europe’s failing refugee 

reception system (Larruina et al., 2019; Boersma et al., 2018; Rast & Ghorashi, 2018). They aimed to 

support refugees during their arrival and create opportunities for them and Dutch people to come 

together (Larruina et al., 2019). Furthermore, these initiatives develop activities to support refugees with 

necessary skills to become part of society. Examples include teaching programs in the Dutch language, 

mentoring schemes, and employment projects in which refugees can participate (Rast & Ghorashi, 

2018). Several scholars believe that social initiatives thrive during a crisis because of their adaptability 

and flexibility (Larruina et al., 2019), as these initiatives are marked by preparation and improvisation. 

They are also regarded as valuable forms of assistance because they are ready to be activated when 

needed (Boersma et al., 2018; Rast & Ghorashi, 2018, Larruina et al., 2019). 
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1.1.2 From asylum seeker to status holder  

The standard procedure when an asylum seeker enters the Netherlands is that, upon request of asylum, 

he or she goes to the asylum seeker center (AZC) with a temporary residence permit. This can also be 

an emergency reception instead of an AZC, but that depends on the capacity. However, the request for 

a (temporary) residence permit can be rejected or revoked which means that the asylum seeker must 

return to the country they came from. This is determined by the asylum procedure which ascertains if 

an asylum seeker is in danger in their own country and requires protection, entitling them to five years 

of asylum (Government of the Netherlands, n.d.).  

These requests are handled by the Immigration- and Naturalization Service (IND) in Ter Apel. 

Furthermore, The Aliens Police (AVIM) handles the identification and registration of each applicant. 

Next, a medical intake is carried out by the Health Center for Asylum Seekers (GZA). Additionally, 

asylum seekers from countries with a high risk of tuberculosis (TB) will be given a TB test by the 

Municipal Health Service (GGD). Once their request is submitted, asylum seekers are allowed to stay 

in the AZC while they await the outcome. During this time, the Central Agency for the Reception of 

Asylum Seekers (COA) is responsible for them. Finally, the COA will check if asylum seekers need 

special attention or counseling (COA, n.d.). 

If the asylum request is accepted, the asylum seeker’s status changes to a ‘status holder’ or 

‘permit holder’. From that moment, the asylum seeker could get permanent or temporary 

accommodation in the municipality. This can be either in regular accommodations in the (subsidized) 

rental sector or additional accommodations in refurbished empty (office) buildings, in mobile living 

units, or other facilities such as holiday accommodations. Refugees are also required to obtain an 

integration diploma within three years to show that they are integrated into their new home country. The 

refugee can take an integration course to prepare for this exam. The integration exam consists of a 

participation statement, orientation on the Dutch Labor Market, reading, listening, writing, speaking, 

and knowledge of Dutch Society (IND, n.d.). This exam is a requirement for every new resident between 

the ages of 18 and 67; however, there are a few exceptions. One of the exceptions is that when you come 

from a country in the European Union, you are not required to take the integration exam in the 

Netherlands (Vluchtelingenwerk, n.d.). 

If the newcomer does not pass the exam, he or she could be fined and will not receive a 

permanent residence permit (DUO, n.d.). Newcomers who pass the exam can apply for a permanent 

residence permit after 5 years of provisional residence permit. The newcomer's ‘need to stay’ is then 

revisited. With a permanent residence permit, the newcomer is recognized as a Dutch citizen with almost 

the same rights as someone of Dutch nationality. The major differences are that refugees with a  

permanent residence permit are not allowed to vote in national elections and are not allowed to work in 

certain special (government) sectors (such as the police or army). In order to do this, the refugee must 

first apply for Dutch nationality (IND, n.d.). 
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1.1.3 Issues surrounding refugee integration 

There have been various changes surrounding refugee reception and integration in the Netherlands. 

Firstly, the Dutch asylum policy changed from being rather relaxed in the 1980s to becoming extremely 

strict by the end of the 1990s (Ghorashi, 2005: p. 186). The strict Dutch asylum policy was characterized 

by a reception policy in which they used state intervention with strict controls regarding entry, 

accommodation, and procedures (Larruina & Ghorashi, 2016). In this way, they attempted to keep out 

the so-called ‘bogus’ asylum seekers, who were not perceived as ‘real refugees’ in danger, as well as to 

reduce the growing number of asylum seekers (Ghorashi, 2005). In addition, this policy was defined by 

long waiting periods for newcomers and reliance on host-country support, as newcomers were not 

permitted to work or study while waiting for an asylum decision (Geuijen, 2003).  

 Furthermore, the gradual transition in the Netherlands from a welfare state to a participation 

state beginning in 2013 contributed to the strict asylum policy, which made refugees dependents of the 

state. The welfare state was known to help the weak, the poor, and the helpless (Ghorashi, 2005) and 

Dutch citizens enjoyed a high level of social security in areas such as unemployment benefits, health 

care, and retirement pensions. This changed when the Netherlands became more of a participation state, 

which holds that every citizen should take responsibility for his own life, without aid and security from 

the government (“Troonrede 2013”, 2013).  

 The change in the Dutch asylum policy system from being rather relaxed to becoming extremely 

strict was primarily due to occurrences such as the September 11, 2001 World Trade Center attacks, the 

murders of Pim Fortuyn in 2002 and Theo van Gogh in 2004, changes in the Dutch welfare system, and 

the presence of anti-immigrant politicians such as Geert Wilders. As a result of these events, the public 

debate in the Netherlands on immigration and integration has taken on a negative tone. This was due to 

the fact that these events featured political statements that contributed to an increase in negative 

discussion and discourse about multiculturalism and integration (Larruina & Ghorashi, 2016). 

 Secondly, a shift occurred in the Netherlands regarding dominant discourse about refugees, 

which has been present for many years (Larruina & Ghorashi, 2016; Larruina & Ghorashi, 2020; 

Bjånesøy, 2018). According to Hare-Mustin (1994), a dominant discourse is a collection of ideas, 

dispositions, behaviors, belief systems, and practices that emphasize one aspect and influence 

interpersonal relationships. At first, refugees were seen as victims and recipients of aid with whom 

citizens felt involved (Bjånesøy, 2018), but this view shifted towards an image of refugees as potential 

dangers and unwelcome exploiters of society from whom the citizens are more distanced (Brenner & 

Ohlendorf, 2016; Bjånesøy, 2018). Nonetheless, despite shifts in the dominant discourse on migrant 

issues, its content has barely changed. This is because differences in socio-cultural and socio-economic 

characteristics between newcomers and Dutch society have remained an important feature of how 

natives think about migrant issues, contributing to the perception of refugees as absolute others 

(Ghorashi, 2018). The term socio-cultural refers to how newcomers deal with social contacts in society 
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(Dagevos, 2001) and socio-economic refers to how newcomers participate in key societal institutions 

(Engbersen, 2003). 

 According to previous studies, the shift in the dominant discourse was determined by the 

aforementioned events, which increased negative connotations in discussions and discourse surrounding 

multiculturalism and integration (Larruina & Ghorashi, 2016; Larruina & Ghorashi, 2020; Bjånesøy, 

2018). In addition, the growing number of asylum applications and the way media portrayed refugees 

have also influenced the image of refugees (Bjånesøy, 2018). Many studies have shown that these 

images can have decisive consequences for refugees who are attempting to build a new life (Larruina & 

Ghorashi, 2016; Ghorashi, 2005; Geuijen, 2000). This is because the negative shift in dominant 

discourse has influenced the change in the Dutch asylum policy system. As a result, refugees lived in 

uncertainty and passivity while awaiting their asylum decision, resulting in low self-esteem and 

increased psychological problems (Geuijen, 2000). According to Ghorashi and Ponzoni (2014), this time 

of uncertainty and passivity have a negative impact on the self-image of refugees, which makes their 

preparation for a proper job almost impossible (p. 167). Therefore, Ghorashi (2002) argues that the 

consistent stream of negative normalized images of refugees obstructs newcomers’ paths to long-term 

inclusion and a sense of home. 

 These issues, when combined, complicate the integration process of newcomers in the 

Netherlands. As a result, several social initiatives such as the Welcome App try to create opportunities 

for newcomers to help them with the integration process and to let them feel welcome and at home. 

1.2 The background of the Welcome App organization 

Welcome App is a social initiative that wants to support newcomers’ integration into Dutch society. 

With their digital application (mobile app), the organization also attempts to contribute to the 

development of a sense of home, which is an important characteristic of integration (Ager & Strang, 

2008; Anthias, 2009; Taylor, 2013; Wang, 2016; Wiles, 2008). They distinguish themselves from other 

social initiatives for newcomers by using technology in an application. As stated in the introduction, the 

digital application allows newcomers to see an overview of activities, ask questions, and build a social 

network, which according to the organization increases newcomer participation and accelerates the 

integration process (Welcome App, n.d.). Nevertheless, the values and benefits of the application depend 

on the match with the newcomers’ needs and preferences (Sutorius, 2020).  

The Welcome App was founded in Sweden and later launched in 2012 in the Netherlands as a 

collaboration between the Dutch organization “Blendin” and the Swedish founders of the application. 

However, the organization is still part of the Blendin Foundation and has been designated as a charitable 

institution. Therefore, the organization uses fundraising because they are committed to a common good. 

The organization itself consists of nine employees who all support the mission: “Getting as many 

newcomers as possible to feel at home in the Netherlands by developing a platform where all parties 
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(newcomers, locals, businesses, municipalities, and social initiatives) come together”. The management 

of the organization consists of  the founder of Welcome App Netherlands, the product owner of the 

application, and the operations manager of the organization. They are mainly concerned with 

fundraising, internal affairs, and positioning the organization. Additionally, three community managers 

are involved with the daily activities of the application. They focus on the number of application 

downloads, contact with newcomers and locals, and recruiting activities for the application. 

Subsequently, there is a marketing & communications manager who devises an organizational strategy 

and encourages team members to implement it together. Furthermore, the ‘head of impact’ is responsible 

for implementing the organizational strategy and measuring the impact of the organization. Finally, there 

is a designer who focuses on the design of the application (Welcome App, n.d.).  

Since its inception, the application has shifted focus from one-on-one connections toward 

creating a single central platform that collects all initiatives and activities that help newcomers find their 

way in their new home country. Organizations and locals who set up activities to help newcomers can 

share them on the Welcome App. Additionally, the Welcome App itself also organizes activities for 

newcomers. Examples of activities include drinks in a café or the buddy program, as well as, 

traineeships, Dutch language courses, and job coaching programs. The activities can be both social and 

professional. 

This shift in focus resulted in a complete redesign of the application (launched in March 2020) 

and a redefinition of its organizational activities and structures. The shift is centered around the belief 

that integration is a two-sided process and not the sole responsibility of the newcomer. Today, Welcome 

App is aiming to become the biggest platform for newcomers, initiatives, and organizations, that offer 

activities and tools to make people feel at home (Welcome App, n.d.). 

 At the moment, the Welcome App is focused on measuring the impact that the digital application 

has on newcomers’ lives and their sense of home. The impact remains difficult to measure because 

external factors also influence the sense of home, such as seeing your family, or in some cases not seeing 

your family (Welcome App, n.d.). An examination into what a feeling of home entails, can contribute 

to measuring the impact of the Welcome App. 

1.2.1 Functions of the application 

The digital application has different functions, both for newcomers and for locals. At the time of writing, 

it is possible to communicate in seven different languages. 

Functions for newcomers 

The application offers newcomers three different functions. Firstly, a newcomer can use the online chat 

function with experts, locals, or staff members from the Welcome App, where the newcomer can ask 

questions about different aspects of daily life in the Netherlands or other related questions. For more 

involved questions, the newcomer can get in touch with volunteers through the application to get more 
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information about something in particular. Secondly, there is an interpreter button function where 

newcomers can connect an interpreter 24/7 who will take linguistic and cultural barriers away by 

translating and explaining. Thirdly, there is an overview function where newcomers can see all events 

that can contribute to their integration process (Welcome App, n.d.).  

Functions for locals 

The term ‘locals’ refers to all people, organizations, and businesses in the Netherlands that seek to help 

newcomers start their new lives. They are free to create events where newcomers and locals can sign up 

to join. The locals using application can be divided into three different groups. Firstly, all local people 

can get in touch with newcomers through online contact via the application or through organized events. 

Secondly, all groups, associations, clubs, and initiatives can invite newcomers to their network. Thirdly, 

organizations and foundations that are already working with newcomers can include more newcomers 

through the Welcome App community (Welcome App, n.d.). 

1.3 Research questions 

To gain a deeper understanding of what a sense of home means to Syrian newcomers and in order to 

examine if the Welcome App addresses this with their digital application, the following research 

question will be answered: 

How does the Welcome App contribute to the sense of home among Syrian newcomers, age 18 to 40, 

and what is the role of the newcomers in the functioning of the application? 

 

In order to answer this research question, several sub-questions need to be answered first.  

  

Sub-questions 

1. How do the Syrian newcomers experience their integration process and what role does the 

Welcome App play in this process? 

 

By answering this question, insights will be gained into what the integration process looks like 

and how it is experienced by newcomers. The integration process is the first step towards a sense 

of home and may or may not stimulate this feeling. This question will be assessed from a 

theoretical perspective but also with various qualitative research methods.  

 

2. What does the feeling of home entail, according to Syrian newcomers?  

 

This question will give more insight into what newcomers think about creating a sense of home 

in a new country. This is very important because the goal of the Welcome App is to let 

newcomers feel at home, and the extent to which this goal is already being achieved will be 
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examined. The answer will be acquired by carrying out various qualitative research methods on 

the specific target group.  

 

3. How do newcomers engage with the content and functioning of the Welcome App? 

 

This question will reveal the extent to which newcomers use the digital application and how 

involved they are. This will provide more insight into newcomers’ voices and participation in 

the development of a sense of home. The answer to this question will be acquired by carrying 

out various qualitative research methods on the specific target group. 

 

4. How can the Welcome App contribute to the development of the newcomers’ sense of  

home and what is it currently doing about it? 

 

This question will be used to determine whether newcomers feel at home, how the Welcome 

App contributes to this, and what else they can do in the future. This insight is important for the 

Welcome App because they are curious if they are the right tool to let newcomers feel at home. 

An answer will be acquired by carrying out various qualitative research methods on the specific 

target group and employees of the Welcome App.  

1.4 Relevance 

Scientific relevance 

This research contributes to the current debate about newcomers integration and participation in the 

Netherlands by providing more insight into when Syrian newcomers feel at home in Dutch society. 

Existing literature shows, that there are already various studies that examining the experiences of 

refugees in the Netherlands (Alessi, Kahn, Greenfield, Woolner, & Manning, 2020; Heelsum, 2017; 

Korac, 2003). However, more research is needed to examine what a sense of home entails and if the 

current integration process in the Netherlands does or does not stimulate this. Furthermore, this research 

provides insight into the use of a digital application for the development of a sense of home in a new 

home country. Moreover, several studies show the potential of digital or social media for a newcomer’s 

integration (Alencar & Tsagkroni, 2019; Dekker, Engbersen, Klaver & Vonk, 2018; Udwan, Leurs & 

Alencar, 2020); even though, these studies did not examine the use of a digital application like the 

Welcome App. In conclusion, this research contributes to the existing literature with new knowledge 

about how a digital application can help Syrian newcomers between the ages of 18 and 40 to feel at 

home. 
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Social relevance 

An examination of how newcomers can feel more at home through an application will provide new 

insights into refugee reception and integration into Dutch society. Previous research has shown the  

importance of social initiatives in refugee reception and integration (Boersma et al., 2018; Rast & 

Ghorashi, 2018; Rast, Younes, Smets & Ghorashi, 2020). This research provides a better understanding 

of the role of social initiatives with a digital application. This knowledge can contribute to modifying 

refugee reception and integration policies and can influence the approach of social initiatives and 

organizations that are willing to contribute to a newcomer’s integration process and let them feel at 

home.  

 

Organizational relevance 

This research contributes to a better understanding of how a digital application can let newcomers feel 

at home through the user’s personal experiences. Beneficial knowledge will be obtained into what role 

the digital application currently plays in creating a sense of home for newcomers. This research will also 

provide insights into what a sense of home means for newcomers. In conclusion, this research increases 

knowledge of when Syrian newcomers feel at home and what role the digital application plays in this. 

With this knowledge, the Welcome App employees can optimally meet the needs of the Syrian 

newcomers to create a sense of home. Moreover, this research can serve as a starting point for further 

research within the organization. The findings of this research can potentially improve the digital 

application Welcome App. 
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2. Theoretical framework 

In order to better understand the central concept of ‘feeling at home’, this chapter outlines relevant 

theories and concepts used in this research and related to a sense of home. First, an explanation of what 

integration in a refugee context entails is provided. This is followed by an explanation of the conceptual 

model from Ager and Strang (2008) for understanding integration and various strategies (Berry 1992) 

for dealing with a new culture. Then, the notion of feeling at home is described, which is the main 

concept of this thesis as described in the introduction. Hereafter, the development of a sense of belonging 

as part of sense of home is explained. Subsequently, an elaboration on the voice of newcomers and 

participation in the integration process and the added value of digital platforms for integration is 

presented. Finally, an overview of the various theories and concepts concludes the chapter.  

2.1 Refugee integration  

According to existing literature, there are several definitions of refugee integration. Firstly, the concept 

of refugee integration means a multi-dimensional and two-way process involving newcomers and ‘host 

societies’. This means that the host society must be open and inclusive in its approach to cultural 

diversity during this process, while newcomers have varying commitments, efforts, and 

accomplishments in order to successfully integrate (Berry, 1992; Mestheneos & Ioannidi, 2002). 

Furthermore, Harrel-Bond claims (1986), refugee integration refers to “a situation in which host and 

refugee communities are able to co-exist, sharing the same resources, both economic and social, with 

no greater mutual conflict than that which exists within the host community” (p. 7). Additionally, Bhatia 

and Ram (2009) believe that integration of refugees is more about negotiating contexts and cultures, 

leaving room for individual reactions to a new culture. However, Ager and Strang (2010) believe that 

integration is a central concept in debates surrounding refugees’ rights, settlement, and adjustment. 

 These definitions show that there is no widely accepted definition, theory, or model of refugee 

integration, because the concept continues to be controversial and hotly debated. Furthermore, because 

the integration of newcomers is such a broad topic and takes place at every level and in every segment 

of society, arriving at a single generally accepted definition is difficult (Castles, Korac, Vasta & 

Vertovec, 2002). Additionally, the integration of refugees involves a diverse range of social actors, 

including public officials, political decision-makers, employers, trade union officials, coworkers, service 

providers, neighbors, and so on (Castles et al., 2002, p. 113). Therefore, many studies have shown that 

integration must be viewed as a two-way process, as is reflected in most definitions (Berry, 1992; Harrel-

Bond, 1986; Mestheneos & Ioannidi, 2002). Because newcomers rely on social actors around them for 

integration (Castles et al., 2002), Harrel-Bond (1986) later rejected her own definition of integration, 

arguing that access to resources may be unequal because one group may be exploited by another, and 

conflict within the host society may have increased as a result of the increasing number of asylum 
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applications. This underlines the lack of a globally accepted definition of refugee integration (Castles et 

al., 2002). 

 Despite the lack of one general definition, the presence of many studies on this topic makes it 

possible to distinguish different forms of integration (Dijkstra, Geuijen & de Ruijter, 2001; Dagevos, 

2001; Engbersen, 2003;  Esser, 2006). On the one hand,  there is social integration, which is seen as the 

functional and effective link between a system’s different agents or components (Dijkstra et al., 2001). 

Furthermore, social integration refers to the inclusion (or exclusion) of newcomers into an established 

social system (host-society) (Esser, 2006). In this case, social integration entails newcomer interaction 

and participation, as well as certain social conditions of the newcomer. These conditions can refer to 

family and migration biographies, as well as the country of origin, the receiving country, and ethnic 

group. Ultimately, these conditions can have an impact on the degree to which a person integrates into 

a new home country (Esser, 2006).  

 Two types of social integration can be distinguished, which are also discussed in section 1.1.3 

and play a role in the dominant discourse about refugees. The first form is socio-economic integration 

(e.g., structural integration), which refers to the degree to which newcomers participate in key societal 

institutions. This includes the labor and housing market, the educational system, and the political sphere 

(Engbersen, 2003). The second form is socio-cultural integration and consists of the social contacts that 

newcomers maintain with society as a whole, and the cultural adaptations to that society (Dagevos, 

2001).  

 On the other hand, there is system integration, which includes the cohesion of an entire social 

system with various ethnic minorities or functional subsystems (Esser, 2006). This refers to the degree 

of unity of a system in which different ethnic minorities exist. This is also the case with social 

integration. However, the difference between social and system integration is that social integration 

focuses on the relationships between the actors, whereas system integration focuses on the relationships 

between the parts of a social system, focusing more on the ‘outside’ such as institutions. To achieve 

system integration, the social integration of newcomers must take priority.  

 These concepts illustrate that there is no generally accepted definition of refugee integration, 

but a distinction can be made between various forms of integration. According to the literature, social 

integration can lead to feelings of inclusion and participation in society, which also refers to a sense of 

belonging (Anthias, 2009) and will be elaborated on in section 2.4. As previously stated, the concepts 

of inclusion, a sense of belonging, and integration are related to a sense of home (Ager & Strang, 2008; 

Fozdar & Hartley, 2013; Hagerty et al., 1992; Taylor, 2013; Verkuyten, 2016), making it relevant for 

this research to elaborate on these concepts because it provides more insight into what integration entails 

and how social integration can contribute to a sense of home. 
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2.2 Understanding integration  

Different conceptual models can help in the understanding what it means for newcomers to integrate 

into a new society. These models are based on various features that describe successful integration, 

which occur when newcomers experience equitable access to opportunities and resources, participation 

in the community and society, and the feeling of security and belonging in their new homes (Ager & 

Strang, 2008).  

 One of those conceptual models is the Integration Framework of Ager and Strang (2008) (Figure 

1). They identified four different core domains that can be divided into ten different features for 

understanding the concept integration.  

 

 

Figure 1: Integration Framework (Ager & Strang, 2008). 

 

 The first domain is markers and means which includes housing, health, employment, and 

education. These features serve as a ‘marker’ for integration and are seen as critical features in the 

analysis. They serve as potential means to support the achievement of a newcomer’s integration and 

consist of various characteristics. Firstly, housing can include, among other things, contact with 

neighbors that provide the opportunity to learn from established members of the community and the 

continuity of relationships associated with being ‘settled’. Secondly, health refers to reliable access to 

health services. Thirdly, employment is related to relevant issues such as economic independence, 

planning for the future, and meeting members of the host society, but it also ensures that newcomers can 

use their skills and qualifications. Fourthly, education provides support through skills and competencies 

for subsequent employment, which enables people to become more active members of society and is an 

important point of contact with local citizens (Ager & Strang, 2008). 

 The second domain is social connection. In this domain, a distinction can be made between 

social bonds, social bridges, and social links. Firstly, social bonds refer to the connections to family and 

co-ethnic, co-national, co-religious, or other groups. Secondly, the connection to other communities 

serves as a social bridge. Thirdly, the connections to the structures of the state are defined as social links. 
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These features can be used to identify the role of the social connection in driving the process of 

integration at a local level (Ager & Strang, 2008).  

 The third domain is facilitators which are actions that can facilitate integration. Ager and Strang 

(2008) argue language, cultural knowledge, safety, and stability as features of this domain. Central in 

the integration process is the ability to speak the primary language. Nevertheless, knowledge of national 

and local procedures for integration is also very important. The features safety and stability refer to 

acquiring a sense of home. Those features are understood as removing ‘barriers’ to integration and 

facilitate actions that could promote local integration.  

 The final domain is foundation and consists of rights and citizenship. These features represents 

the extent to which newcomers are provided full and equal engagement in society, as well as equal rights 

as other citizens (Ager & Strang, 2008).  

 Subsequently, understanding integration is also about how newcomers deal with the integration 

process. The integration process begins with becoming acquainted with the new culture. The first 

experience with a new culture in a new home country can be a cultural shock for the newcomer. 

Important elements of the cultural shock are “the loss of a culture and the threat of a new culture”, which 

includes that the newcomer is exposed to a new, relatively unpredictable, strange environment (Garza-

Guerrero, 2016). How the newcomer deals with a new culture can be related to the term acculturation, 

which means “changes that happen to groups and individuals when two different cultures meet” 

(Phillimore, 2011, p. 578).  

 Berry (1992) identifies four different acculturation strategies: assimilation, integration, 

separation, and marginalization. Assimilation occurs when the dominant culture absorbs a newcomer’s  

own cultural identity. The newcomer then distances himself from his own identity in exchange for the 

identity of the dominant group (new home country). The integration strategy is defined as  two cultures 

becoming enmeshed while retraining their individual identities. This means that newcomers combine 

their old culture with the new culture to become part of the new society. A separation strategy occurs 

when individuals seek no contact with the dominant group and remain entirely separate. Finally, the 

marginalization strategy emerges when an individual loses interest in both their own culture and the 

dominant culture. 

  The domains and features of Ager and Strang’s (2008) framework are relevant for 

understanding integration because the model shows the various elements of integration. In addition, the 

acculturation strategies show how newcomers can deal with a new culture, which is the beginning of the 

integration process. An understanding of what integration entails and how newcomers can deal with this 

issue is important for examining newcomers’ experiences with the integration process, since this is the 

first step towards the development of a sense of home. Furthermore, the literature shows that integration 

remains a central concept in the settlement of refugees (Ager & Strang, 2008) and therefore intrinsically 
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links to a newcomer’s sense of home. For this reason, the features of the Integration Framework of Ager 

& Strang (2008) and the acculturation strategies of Berry (1992) are examined throughout the research, 

ensuring a better understanding of how integration can contribute to the development of a sense of home. 

2.3 Feeling at home 

‘Home’ is a multidimensional concept that encompasses many aspects. Taylor (2009) argued that there 

are four key aspects of a home that apply to everyone. Firstly, the spatial home stands for the space 

where someone can feel home. Space can be a house, but also other places for everyday activity, such 

as streets, shops, and cafes. Secondly, the temporal home means the cycles of life and nature (such as 

birth and death), daily routines, the memories of past homes, and dreams of future homes. Thirdly, the 

relational home consists of social networks and relationships. This includes a series of interactions, 

negotiations, intimacies, and exchanges with relatives, extended family, and acquaintances (p. 138). 

Furthermore, Taylor argues that the loss of social networks can be devastating and that it is difficult to 

achieve anything without a network of contacts (p. 236). Fourthly, the material home means the personal 

and embodied experiences based on senses, among other things, tastes, scents and insights of foods, 

plants, and landscapes, that people associate with home.  

 Additionally, ‘home’ can feel like a place of safety and security, with basic needs and the 

absence of harm from others (Hage, 2010). Feeling safe has to do with ontological security, which means 

the feeling of well-being that arises from a sense of constancy in one’s material and social environment 

(Giddens, 1990, p. 79).  However, people can also feel at ‘home’ when they have control or a degree of 

control over space. Home as control is about the physical place where you expect to live and the ability 

to assert autonomy over your own life (Parsell, 2012).  

 Several studies have shown that the feeling of ‘home’ is related to people’s emotions and 

feelings (Anthias, 2009; Wang, 2016; Wiles, 2008). This is especially true for refugees who have left 

their homes in their countries of origin in exchange for personal security, emotional commitment, and 

self-discovery in their new home country. As a result, refugees experience home less as a fixed or static 

object (Wang, 2016). The concept of home can also be linked to belonging and identity (Anthias, 2009; 

Wang, 2016; Wiles, 2008). According to Anthias (2009), belonging and identity are “ways of making 

sense of the social place that is inhabited and constructed” (p. 12). Furthermore, identity is about the 

way individuals construct themselves and how their self-identification can be linked to the wider 

discourses of their community. This means identity is partly based on feeling at home in the geographic 

space where one lives (Howard, 2000). Identity is also about how one sees themselves compared to the 

other. Besides, belonging assumes access to a community and involves emotional aspects like feeling at 

home (Anthias, 2009). The sense of belonging will be further explained in the next section. 

 According to Dudley (2011), there is another important factor for the development of a sense of 

home. He argues that it is critical for newcomers to not completely forget their roots when integrating 
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into another country.  In this context, roots represent engaging in productive and familiar activities from 

their past, which can contribute to the creation of a sense of home by making newcomers feel useful 

through utilizing valued skills (Dudley, 2011). Furthermore, Habte (2017) states in his master’s thesis 

that going back to someone’s origins and past can be helpful for a greater understanding of newcomers, 

who try to build up their lives again in a new home country. Especially since Kohut (2018) states in his 

master’s thesis that the concept of home and the relationship between people and place are critical in 

establishing a new sense of home due to the forced displacement that newcomers face before arriving 

in their new home country.  

 In conclusion, there is no single definition of the concept of ‘home’ because it is socially 

constructed and shaped by various factors (Easthope, 2004), and it encompasses the social context of 

people’s lives (Parsell, 2012). Because previous research indicates that the concept of a sense of home 

is critical in understanding refugee displacement (Taylor, 2013), this literature is highly relevant to the 

research. Furthermore, using literature about what a sense of home can entail during the research allowed 

the researcher to gain insight into the various factors that contribute to the development of this feeling 

among Syrian newcomers who use the digital application. Finally, this knowledge is useful for 

understanding integration (Ager Strang, 2008).  

2.4 Sense of belonging  

Intrinsically related to feeling at home, as described in the previous sections, is the sense of belonging 

(Anthias, 2009). The sense of belonging represents a unique mental health concept (Hagerty et al., 1992) 

which is identified as the ultimate mark of living in an integrated community. It can be considered as 

unique mental health concept because belonging is the missing conceptual link in understanding mental 

health and mental illness from a relationship perspective. Furthermore, belonging implies the 

recognition and acceptance of a someone by other members in a group (Anant, 1966). In addition, it is 

a universal characteristic of human beings and a basic human need because people always strive to be 

accepted and included by others. The feeling of belonging can also be seen as basic human motivation 

which can promote personal achievements or adjustment (Strayhorn, 2017).   

 According to Ager & Strang (2008), belonging involves a sense of respect, and shared values 

that focus on diversity, difference, and one’s identity. Those feelings can offer someone “a shared sense 

of socially constructed meaning that provides a sense of security or relatedness” (Sedgwick & Yonge, 

2008: p. 3). Finally, various other aspects can describe the sense of belonging, since there is no single 

description. This is because the sense of belonging includes personal experiences of engagement and 

the personal degree to which someone has the feeling of being an integral part of a system or 

environment (Hagerty et al., 1992) and is based on notions of exclusion, inclusion, and participation 

(Anthias, 2009). 
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 Recent studies have found that refugee integration requires a sense of belonging (Fozdar & 

Hartley, 2013; Verkuyten, 2016). Fozdar and Hartley (2013) argue that the sense of belonging is not 

often acknowledged in definitions of settlement and integration, even though feelings of belonging are 

seen as a prerequisite for national solidarity, a unified society, and effective democracy. According to 

them, the lack of those feelings can negatively influence societal cohesion. If a newcomer is not 

accepted, or treated as a second-class citizen, despite the investments and efforts he or she put into the 

integration process, this can undermine the development of a sense of belonging and a positive attitude 

towards their new home country (Verkuyten, 2016).    

 Literature shows that the sense of belonging is an important and essential element of integration 

and, ultimately, a crucial part of feeling at home (Fozdar & Hartley, 2013; Vekuyten, 2016). Therefore, 

this research examines what the sense of belonging entails, whether newcomers experience this feeling 

in the Dutch society and how this potentially influences to what extent they feel at home. This knowledge 

provides insight into the influence of the sense of belonging on developing a sense of home and how 

getting a sense of belonging could be promoted more in the future. 

2.5 Newcomer’s voice and participation 

The preceding section demonstrates that participation appears to be inextricably linked to the concepts 

of integration and inclusion, which are both important for understanding what feeling at home entails 

(Ager & Strang, 2008; Anthias, 2009). If one does not participate in society, it can be difficult to 

integrate or achieve a certain level of inclusion (Gürer, 2019). Therefore, according to Gaventa (2006), 

participatory spaces emerge in society all the time. In these spaces, citizen action and participation are 

central and are also seen as “opportunities, moments and channels where citizens can act to potentially 

affect policies, discourses, decisions and relationships that affect their lives and interests” (Gaventa, 

2006, p. 26). This is in line with Cornwall’s thoughts about participation, as he argues that ‘participation’ 

evokes images of people coming together (Cornwall, 2002). In general, participatory spaces are critical 

for the inclusion of various excluded groups in society because they can improve engagement and the 

ultimate level of citizenship (Huber et al., 2019).  

 Also inherent in the concept of space are imaginary boundaries and power relations. “Power 

relations help to shape the boundaries of participatory spaces, what is possible within them, and who 

may enter, with which identities, discourses, and interests” (Gaventa, 2006, p. 26). Meanwhile, Gaventa 

(2006) distinguishes three participatory spaces, each with its own set of power dynamics.  

 The first one is the created space. Created spaces are shaped by stakeholders with less power or 

influence over a particular issue (Gaventa, 2006). In addition, the created space is considered the most 

empowering form of participation since it is controlled by citizens and has an informal character (Rast 

& Ghorashi, 2018). Furthermore, this space allows actors to engage in a public sphere and shape their 

environment at the local level (Cornwall & Gaventa, 2000). Another participatory space is the closed 
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space. In this one decisions are taken by policymakers without input from other stakeholders (i.e., 

newcomers) (Larruina & Ghorashi, 2020, p. 131). Finally, the last space is the invited space, which is a 

more open space where stakeholders are invited to participate (Gaventa, 2006). The difference between 

these last two spaces and the created space is that these spaces are established by powerful actors and 

the created spaces operate more autonomously. The level of participation experienced by citizens 

influences how space is perceived. However, participation is not only the right to participate effectively 

in a given space but the right to define and shape that space (Gaventa, 2006, p. 26).  

 This concept is relevant for examining the extent to which Syrian newcomers are involved in 

the decision-making process of the Welcome App as well as the extent to which newcomers are involved 

in and participate in the content and operation of the Welcome App. Furthermore, according to 

newcomer experiences, the theory of spaces (Gaventa, 2006) is used to determine which phase the 

Welcome App is in. Finally, these findings contribute to a better understanding of what feeling at home 

entails, as previous research has shown that participation can lead to inclusion and a sense of belonging 

(Huber et al., 2019), both of which are concepts associated with feeling at home. 

2.6 Digital platforms for integration  

Digital platforms are a popular channel for the exchange of information on which migrants base their 

migration decisions and where to settle (Alencar, 2017; Dekker & Engbersen, 2014; Dekker et al., 2018). 

Examples include social media platforms, such as WhatsApp, Instagram, and Facebook. Boyd and 

Ellison (2007) define social media platforms as “web-based services that allow individuals to (1) 

construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with 

whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and those made by 

others within the system” (p. 211). 

 Various studies show the contribution of these platforms for refugee integration (Alencar, 2017; 

Dekker & Engbersen, 2014; Dekker et al., 2018). One reason why the platforms contribute to integration 

is that newcomers prefer information that comes from existing social ties and that is based on personal 

experiences (Dekker et al., 2018). In addition, digital platforms make it possible to come into contact 

with new people who wish to share their experiences and it enables communication with family and 

friends all over the world (Dekker & Engbersen, 2014). Furthermore, the platforms can provide general 

information about rights, citizenship, and local migrant support services (Alencar, 2017). Finally, digital 

platforms have displayed the refugees’ arrival situation which established new citizen initiatives for 

refugees (Haaland & Wallevik, 2019). 

 Apart from the aforementioned social media platforms, several other digital platforms have been 

launched over the past several years to help newcomers integrate (Benton & Glennie, 2016). These types 

of applications typically aim to serve as a one-stop shop where people can learn about integration 

services, simplify legal systems by helping people search for migration or asylum options in multiple 
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countries, or facilitate access to specific services, such as the doctor. Because of the urgency of finding 

sustainable ways for refugees to support themselves, a variety of technological platforms has emerged 

to help them develop new skills or use existing ones (p. 9). Importantly, these applications were created 

due to the lack of consistent information through the government and immigration websites (Aléncar, 

& Tsagkroni, 2019; Benton & Glennie, 2016). Fisher (2018) elaborates on this problem and states that 

there is also a general lack of systematic knowledge of how refugees can gain access to information in 

their host country and which technologies are being used to support them (p. 82). His research also 

emphasizes the critical role that digital technologies play in meeting refugees’ information and 

integration needs, as well as local community expectations. 

 Finally, numerous studies have demonstrated the importance of digital platforms in the 

integration of refugees (Alencar, 2017; Dekker & Engbersen, 2014; Dekker et al., 2018; Fisher, 2018). 

Because the Welcome App is also a digital application, these findings are helpful in establishing the 

extent to which it adds value to the lives of newcomers for this research. 

2.7 Summary 

This section provides an overview of the various theories and concepts that are used to conduct this 

research in order to answer the research questions. It begins with an explanation of  what the concept of 

refugee integration entails and why social integration is very important for the integration process. 

Secondly, different aspects of integration are explained, to provide insight into the integration process 

and the ways in which newcomers can deal with a new culture. What follows is an elaboration on what 

feeling at home can entail for newcomers and the significance of a sense of belonging. This is followed 

up by an explanation of the notion of newcomer’s voice and participation in the Dutch society and how 

participatory spaces can improve engagement. Lastly, a deepening in the notion of digital platforms for 

integration is achieved by examining the various benefits from previous studies. 
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3. Methodological approach  

All steps taken to answer the research question will be described and accounted for in this chapter. 

Firstly, the research design will be outlined. Then, an explanation of the different research methods will 

be provided, why they were chosen, and how these methods carry the research. Subsequently, an 

elaboration on the implementation of the research will be given. Finally, my role as researcher will be 

reflected upon.   

3.1 Research design  

For this research, a qualitative research approach was chosen because it provides an in-depth 

understanding of the social world of research participants by learning about their social and material 

circumstances, experiences, perspectives, and histories (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003, p. 4). In addition, 

qualitative research focuses on the interpretations and meanings of people and allows research 

participants to express their opinions (Bryman, 2016; Gorman, Clayton, Shep & Clayton, 2005). As a 

result, this type of research is suitable because a sense of home varies per individual, and qualitative 

research allows for the examination of newcomers’ perspectives on this feeling, as well as the 

contribution of the Welcome App to the development of this feeling. 

 More specifically, this research is a case study with an ethnographic perspective. The aim is to 

research the case of the Welcome App intensively, without the intention of generalizing the outcomes 

to a broader domain. Furthermore, the qualitative case study approach is suitable because it allows the 

researcher to explore a phenomenon in context using a variety of data sources (Baxter & Jack, 2008, p. 

544). According to Yin (2003), there are six data collection sources generally used in conducting case 

studies: “documents, archival records, interviews, direct observation, participant-observation, and 

physical artifacts” (p. 83). Those sources are very similar to the ethnographic research methods, which 

comprise observing, conserving, and close reading of documentary sources (Ybema, Yanow, Wels & 

Kamsteeg, 2009).  

 The aim of ethnographic research is: “to go out in the field of study to participate in 

organizational members’ lifeworlds, establishing working relationships with them, immersing 

themselves in the circumstances of members’ situations, and giving voice to participants’ interpretations 

of these” (Ybema et al., 2009, p. 6). Therefore, the use of ethnographic research methods is beneficial 

in gaining an understanding of newcomers’ subjective experiences by reporting on their first-hand, field-

based observations and experiences. Furthermore, using ethnographic research methods ensures that the 

data is personal to the researcher as well as the research participants, and cannot be viewed separately 

from each other (Ybema et al., 2009).  

 The data collection was conducted through desk and field research. Desk research has been done 

to form the theoretical framework and the research context. This knowledge provides the basis for the 

research and a better view of the context in which the research is conducted and adds value to the 
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research. Subsequently, field research was carried out in the form of semi-structured interviews, 

document analysis, and online observations. These three methods will be elaborated in the following 

section of the thesis. Going into the organizational field contributes to gathering knowledge for 

answering the main research question. Furthermore, using data triangulation, which means using more 

than one method or source of data in the research of social phenomena, promotes the trustworthiness of 

the research (Bryman, 2016). Due to the current Covid-19 pandemic only remote ethnography is 

possible, and all data will be gathered online through digital tools (Stanford University, n.d.).  

3.2 Research methods 

The various research methods used in this research are discussed in detail in this section. The selection 

criteria for these methods will also be explained.  

3.3.1 Semi-structured interviews 

The interviews for this research were semi-structured in nature. Semi-structured interviews are preferred 

in ethnographic research (Ybema et al., 2009) because they allow the interviewer and interviewee to 

engage in a conversation in which they can dive deeper into a topic or eventually about another 

(important) related topic that the interviewer has not yet considered. I chose this method because it 

enabled me to have a questionnaire while also ensuring I could vary the sequence of questions and 

deviate from them. Doing semi-structured interviews also allowed me to ask further questions in 

response to interesting replies. Subsequently, this way of conducting interviews facilitated the 

possibility of receiving answers to predetermined questions but also opens up space for the ‘unexpected’ 

during the conversations (Bryman, 2016). Finally, this form of interviewing allows for flexibility in the 

conversation and allows the interviewee to speak their mind regarding a topic, without being influenced 

too much by the interviewer.   

3.3.2 Document analysis 

The data derived from the interviews was complemented with the data resulting from document analysis. 

Document analysis can be defined as a systematic procedure for reviewing and evaluating the documents 

of the organization (Bowen, 2009). Organizational documents can provide background information that 

can help contextualize the research. Examples of documents include website texts, policies, strategic 

plans, and articles in the press. These documents can offer quotes and examples to use in the analysis. 

Furthermore, when the data from the interviews and observations are combined with the data of the 

document analysis, bias is minimized, and the research becomes more credible (Bowen, 2009). 

Additionally, through this combination, I was able to understand and interpret the research situation 

better because it ensured a greater understanding of the research organization itself and how the 

participants perceive the world around them. According to Bryman (2016), documents can represent the 

position of members in an organization.  
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 The documents that were produced by the Welcome App itself and are used in this research are 

analysis & insight, feedback forms, and the executive summary 2021- 2022. The Welcome App 

distributed all these documents in a special, private ‘workplace’. Analyzing these documents provided 

insights into what the Welcome App is undertaking at the moment to make newcomers feel at home. 

Finally, document analysis does not include previous studies about the Welcome App (Bowen, 2009), 

because this is considered secondary data. This means that I cannot have the raw data and must therefore 

rely on the description and interpretation of the previous researcher. However, for this research previous 

studies were analyzed from the Welcome App, since they provided insight into what had already been 

researched. 

3.3.3 Fly-on-the-wall observations 

Another method used to conduct this research is fly-on-the-wall observations (Bryman, 2016). This 

method allows the researcher to observe behavior and gather information without direct involvement or 

participation (Martin & Hanington, 2012). One of the advantages of doing observations is that it reduces 

the researcher’s dependence on the accounts of respondents (Ybema, et al., 2009). Using observations, 

therefore, enabled the generation of a more complete and clearer picture of the personal stories and 

activities of the research participants. Another advantage of this type of observation is that it is 

unstructured (Mulhall, 2003), which means that the researcher is more open in his observations and will 

not strictly check a list of predetermined behaviors, as is the case with structured observation. This way 

of observing allows the researcher to enter “the field” with no preconceived notions based on behaviors 

(Mulhall, 2003, p. 307). Finally, I have chosen to do fly-on-the-wall observation in an unstructured way 

so that I cannot be influenced in my observations during data collection (Ybema, et al., 2009). This 

promotes the trustworthiness of this research. 

  The observations are carried out during the online weekly team meetings with the Welcome 

App team and the WhatsApp group chat. During these observations, attention is paid to the attitude and 

behavior towards the purpose of the Welcome App (giving all newcomers a sense of home) and their 

perspectives and thoughts about it. This information gives more insight into what the Welcome App is 

currently doing to let all newcomers feel at home.  

 When making observations, it is important to write field notes to first describe what is observed 

and secondly, to analyze the observed data. This allows to carefully listen to the research participants 

without losing insight of ‘what actually happened’ (Ybema et al., 2009). Ultimately, this helps ensure 

the validity of the research. Due to the current state of the Covid-19 pandemic, no physical observations 

can be made for this research. 
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3.3 Research implementation  

This section will explain how the research design and methods were conducted.   

3.3.1 Access  

In December 2020, the Welcome App requested a student from the Vrije Universiteit to conduct research 

on the Welcome App’s target audience, what they want to tell their audience, the needs of this group, 

and how the Welcome App can best meet those needs. When I signed up for the project, I was assigned 

to the Welcome App team under the supervision of Robert Larruina. To begin my research, a more 

specific research question had to be developed in consultation. Since this first contact at the start of the 

thesis process, I have kept in touch with the team via weekly online team meetings. I have also been 

added to the WhatsApp group app, so if I have any questions, I can contact the Welcome App's 

employees via email or phone. Finally, I installed the Welcome App on my phone in order to better 

understand the application and to post a message in order to recruit participants for my research. 

3.2.2 Research participants 

The participants of this research are divided into two groups. The first group consists of Syrian 

newcomers, while the second group consists of Welcome App employees. Firstly, the Syrian newcomers 

between the ages of 18 and 40 who use the Welcome App are the research’s primary focus. The 

respondents must have used the application at least twice for the research results to be related to the 

application’s users. This could be measured by the number of handshakes a newcomer makes in the app. 

The number of handshakes indicates how often the newcomer attended events or asked questions. As a 

result, purposive sampling is used because respondents must meet certain criteria (Bryman, 2016). For 

participating in this research, Syrian newcomers are contacted through a general message in the 

Welcome application. The message provided a brief description of the research, and newcomers could 

register to participate. 

 The employees of the Welcome App are the second group of participants. They can provide 

more information about what the Welcome App is currently doing to help newcomers feel at home. 

Furthermore, hearing from employees about what they believe a sense of home means and entails for 

newcomers is beneficial, especially since their goal is to make every newcomer feel at home. In the 

analysis will be determined whether this idea corresponds to what newcomers describe as a sense of 

home. Finally, the empirical findings of this study have the ability to alter employees’ views and 

understandings of a sense of home, resulting in improvements in the digital application. Employees are 

contacted for participating in the research by email.  
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 To ensure participant anonymity, all participants are assigned numbers. Numbers 1 through 10 

are newcomers and numbers 11 through 13 are the employees of the Welcome App. Table 1 shows an 

overview of the respondents. 

 

Group Criteria Respondents Language 

interview  

Interview 

translated  

Newcomers  Used the app at least two  Respondent 1 Dutch Yes 

 times and between the Respondent 2 Dutch Yes 

 ages of 18 and 40 years Respondent 3 
 

English No  

  Respondent 4 
 

Dutch Yes 

  Respondent 5 
 

Dutch Yes 

  Respondent 6 
 

Dutch Yes 

  Respondent 7 
 

English No 

  Respondent 8 
 

Dutch Yes 

  Respondent 9 
 

Dutch Yes 

  Respondent 10 
 

English  No 

Employees  None Respondent 11 
 

Dutch Yes 

  Respondent 12 
 

Dutch Yes 

  Respondent 13 
 

Dutch Yes 

Table 1: Research participants.  

3.3.3 Conducting interviews 

Interview process 

The most important method of data collection was interviewing. Firstly, the interviews with newcomers 

were conducted to learn about their experiences during the integration process and what a home feeling 

entail according to them. Secondly, the other goal was to learn more about how the Welcome App 

contributes to these experiences and feelings. Different steps have been taken to achieve these goals, 

which will be explained below.  

 When newcomers registered to participate in the research via the application’s message, they 

were contacted via the Welcome App’s chat function. In this chat, newcomers were asked to meet online 

to conduct the interview and whether they preferred to communicate via the Welcome App, email, or 

WhatsApp. However, I always asked for the newcomer’s email address so that I could forward the Zoom 

call invitation, as all interviews are conducted via Zoom. Following that, I sent an email with more 

information about my research and asked permission to share the interview data with the Welcome App.  

 At the beginning of the interview, the purpose of the research was explained. Followed by asking 

for approval to record the interview and if the newcomers wanted to stay  anonymous. If the interviewees 

agreed, the interviews were recorded so that they could be completely transcribed and coded to analyze 
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the research data. This enabled the researcher to focus on the interview instead of notetaking (Bernard, 

2006). After receiving their consent, the interviewees were asked whether they wanted to conduct the 

interview in Dutch or English. Some newcomers wanted to practice the Dutch language, so these 

interviews were conducted in Dutch. In the end, three interviews were in English while the other seven 

were in Dutch. The interviews with the employees of the Welcome app were also in Dutch. 

 After providing general information, the interviews started with short introductions to break the 

ice, followed by a few questions to the newcomers to get to know them. The purpose of this was to put 

the newcomer at ease and to keep the conversation light-hearted. Apart from that, it was also my 

responsibility to keep socially acceptable answers to a minimum during the interviews. I accomplished 

this by maintaining anonymity and being formal concerning the Welcome app. In this way, I attempted 

to create a sense of comfort so that the respondent would speak freely. To gather the information I 

needed, I designed a questionnaire for the interviews on the various topics I wanted to cover. The 

operationalization of theory into questions is explained in more detail in the next section.  

 The goal of the interviews with the employees of the Welcome App was to obtain more 

knowledge about what they think that feeling at home entails and in what way they are currently 

contributing to this. To accomplish this, several Welcome App employees were contacted to set up an 

interview. These interviews were also conducted using the Zoom program. Topics to discuss during 

these interviews had been prepared beforehand. Finally, the data from the interviews can be used to 

determine whether newcomers and employees describe a sense of home in the same way. 

 For this research, ten semi-structured interviews with newcomers and three with employees of 

the Welcome App were carried out. The number of interviews had been determined during the research. 

This has to do with theoretical saturation, which occurs when new data will no longer have any added 

value (Bryman, 2016).  
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3.3.4 Operationalization: from theory to a questionnaire 

I operationalized the outlined theories and concepts from my theoretical framework into sub-concepts 

and topics to gather the necessary information about newcomers. As a result, I was able to create relevant 

interview topics and questions (Table 2).  

Theoretical concepts Sub-concepts Topics 

A - Integration Understanding integration 

 

- Own story of integration 

- Feelings at that time 

 

Integration elements 

 

- House 

- Social network 

- Job 

- Language 

- Health 

- Education 

- Safety 

 

B - Sense of home Acculturation strategies 

 

- Dealing with Dutch culture 

- Importance of own culture 

- Citizenship 

 

Feeling at home 

 

- Sense of home 

- Family 

- Emotions 

- Control 

- Dutch citizens 

- Group feeling 

 

Sense of belonging 

 

- Acceptance 

- Social bonds 

- How to be treated 

 

C - Digital platforms 

 

Social initiatives 

 

- Experiences 

 

Digital application 

 

- Experiences digital platforms 

- Contribution sense of home 

- Welcome App 

D - Voice, and participation Role of newcomers 

 

- Learning the language 

- Dominant discourse 

- Effect on own life 

 

Interpretation of newcomer 

 

- Receiving help 

- Experiences in the beginning 

 

Table 2: Operationalization questionnaire 
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3.3.5 Analyzing data 

After conducting the interviews, they were all transcribed. During transcriptions, all personal 

characteristics that could lead to the identification of a participants were left out of the interviews. This 

was done to ensure the anonymity of the participants. Thereafter, all transcripts were read and scanned 

to get a first impression of the data. Later on, I perused the transcripts one by one. After the first scan, 

different themes were assigned based on the research questions and theories used. The themes served as 

different codes that can be linked to the data. This form of analysis is called thematic analysis (Bryman, 

2016). A strategy for assisting the thematic analysis is to construct an index of central themes and 

subthemes, which are then represented in a matrix and combined with quotes from the interviewees. 

This has also been used in this research.  

 The quotes of the newcomers and employees from the matrix are used to substantiate the 

empirical findings. They serve as a representation of the thoughts and feelings of the respondents, which 

gives the reader more insight into a person’s perception of the world. A combination is made of quotes 

from different interviews. The Dutch quotes are translated as accurately as possible by the researcher. 

Nevertheless, measures were taken to ensure that the translations of the interviews with newcomers do 

not cause any distortion of the data. This is because English and Dutch are both not the native languages 

of the newcomers, which results in non-academic statements. The quotes that were translated came from 

the conducted interviews with newcomer participants: 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 8, and 9 and employee participants 

11, 12, and 13. 

3.4 My role as a researcher  

While conducting research, the researcher must be reflexive and self-aware of his or her position as a 

researcher during the process. This is important because the researcher’s role and position can have an 

impact on the research findings (Ybema et al., 2009). Therefore, I reflect on my position as a researcher 

and my behavior during the research to determine whether these may have affected the research results. 

 The acquaintance with the research field was the first aspect that applies to my reflection on my 

role as a researcher. Before beginning my research, I knew very little about refugee reception in the 

Netherlands. I gained a greater understanding of the situation after reading extensively about the refugee 

crisis and speaking with refugees themselves. The vast majority of newcomers with whom I have spoken 

have had traumatic experiences and are struggling to begin a new life. Therefore, it was difficult for me 

not to be swayed by the feelings these conversations gave me, especially since I had never gone through 

such experiences myself and had now heard them firsthand. In addition, I tried not to express myself too 

strongly and approach the interviews as objectively as possible in order to prevent me from directing 

the interview in a specific direction. This method gives me as little control over the outcome as possible. 

However, this sometimes made me feel like an intruder who only wants information from the newcomers 

and is unable to assist them further.  
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 Furthermore, my role during the research was to examine what feeling at home entails for 

newcomers in order to provide insights to the Welcome App for future improvements to their 

application. Even though I was conducting research for the Welcome App, I aimed to take on an 

impartial stance on the Welcome App towards the newcomers. As a result, I attempted to minimize 

socially desirable responses. 

 During the execution of this research, I tried to have as little influence on the data as possible in 

order to promote reliable research. This refers to the degree to which research can be replicated when 

carried out by another researcher (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  
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4. Empirical findings  

In this chapter, the empirical findings that emerged from this research will be presented. The findings 

are divided into four main themes with several sub-themes each and will be substantiated with quotes 

from the research participants. The first theme (4.1) will touch upon newcomer experiences regarding 

their integration process. Different aspects of the process will be addressed including newcomer’s 

feelings about it. Subsequently, theme two (4.2) will describe what feeling at home entails according to 

newcomers and Welcome App employees. According to the findings, a difference can be found in the 

description of what it means to feel at home between the two groups. Theme three (4.3) will discuss the 

experiences of newcomers in their use of the Welcome App. The findings highlight several areas where 

the application can be improved further, and the important role newcomers play in the digital 

application. The fourth and final section (4.4) elaborates on the extent to which the Welcome App’s 

operations contribute to the development of a sense of home. This is accomplished by detailing the roles 

that the Welcome App has in the newcomer integration process. At the end of each subsection, each 

theme is linked to the corresponding theory. 

4.1 Integrating into Dutch society 

This section illustrates how newcomers1  experienced their integration process into Dutch society. These 

experiences provide insight into what the integration process consists of and whether this may or may 

not stimulate a sense of home. They are divided into the following subthemes: the first steps in the 

Netherlands, dealing with Dutch culture and some key elements of integration.  

4.1.1 The first steps in the Netherlands 

The conversations with newcomers first reveal that they felt very welcome when they came to the 

Netherlands. The vast majority of newcomers stated that they arrived at Schiphol Airport. For example, 

respondent 7 indicated that the warm welcome at the airport made him feel at ease. 

 “When I arrived, I was a little bit fear because it was, (...) everything is different how I used to 

 live and how it was before. So, it was like I am going to a place where I don’t know what is 

 going on there. But the first day when I came here to the airport, Schiphol airport (...). What I 

 found was they were very welcoming and they respect very much. They don’t judge 

 anyone from his clothes, or about his religion, or whatever. They don’t consider this at all and 

 where I come from, it is completely different.” (Respondent 7) 

Another respondent indicated that he felt at ease upon his arrival as well.  

 “I immediately had to have a short conversation with a COA employee. Yes, I had a 

 conversation with a nice employee of COA, she managed to put me at ease. I immediately 

 felt so motivated to really start building my life, to start with the language of my new 

                                                             
1 The term newcomers here refers to those who participated in this research.  
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 existence in the Netherlands. I found it really nice and very encouraging. I really felt in 

 Europe.” (Respondent 5) 

Upon arrival, every newcomer must go to the IND in Ter Apel for the asylum application. In addition 

to this, various questionnaires must be completed by newcomers to gain insight in the newcomers’ 

background. Finally, a medical check-up must be completed and all personal data must be collected. 

This procedure is explained in the following two statements, which also confirms the procedure 

described in section 1.1.2.  

 “In Ter Apel I had to fill in a kind of questionnaire of more than ten pages. About my  

 background and about who I am and all that. So many personal questions.” (Respondent 4) 

  “Yes, from day one we kind of had the start of the procedure at Schiphol (…). And then 

 everyone has to register with Ter Apel if they really want to ask for an asylum. And then, in Ter 

 Apel, I  think we stayed there for four days to do photos (…) and also other things, yes at the 

 system, also copy for photo, for mail, for certain illness.” (Respondent 9) 

After completing the process of seeking asylum in Ter Apel, newcomers were transferred to an asylum 

seeker center. Some newcomers were forced to remain in various asylum facilities across the country. 

This had to do with the status of the asylum application. The majority of newcomers stated that it was a 

difficult time. The main reason for this was a lack of privacy because newcomers were frequently forced 

to share a room with multiple people. There was also a great deal of unrest and confusion because 

everyone was waiting for their residence permit, which would not be granted to everyone. On occasion, 

this created a tense environment in the asylum seeker center, especially between people from different 

nationalities. Meanwhile, the Syrian immigrants understood that, given the worsening situation in Syria, 

they had a good chance of securing a residence permit. The following three statements made these 

findings clear. 

 “In Alkmaar in camp, AZC, that’s where I was. Yes, it was a good period, but in the AZC it was 

 terrible for me and for those children. Lots of arguing between people there. (...) Because yes, 

 it was difficult for me, people who are not allowed to live in the Netherlands. They have to go. 

 Therefore, always stress, always arguing, people disappointed, sad.” (Respondent 8) 

 “I lived by COA in Den Helder in the AZC. They really did a great job, whatever they could do. 

 But the problem is not in what they did, or what they didn’t. The problem is that we have to live 

 with people from different mindsets. Some of them, they are would people respected people, 

 some of them. So, we have to, also we couldn’t choose to live with. I was in a room with four 

 other people. So, we have to live with each other. If we like each other or not, we have to live 

 together.” (Respondent 7) 

 “I had no stress about that [getting a residence permit]. Because then I knew that I am just a 

 Syrian and I have sufficient documents. (...) Think of African refugees or people from Iran or 
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 Iraq. At the time, it was very difficult for them with the procedure, but then I knew that and I 

 did hear that Syria, yes that Syrian refugees will automatically receive a residence permit.” 

 (Respondent 4). 

Furthermore, newcomers struggled with all of the rules that they had to follow. One of the rules was that 

eating had to be done at specific times. The food was prepared especially for newcomers, and they were 

not given the option of preparing their own meals. Respondent 2 indicated that this made her feel like a 

criminal. 

 “Yes, when I came the first three days I came to AZC, and yes then I felt like a criminal. (...) I 

 can never go outside, only have to stay inside these three days, there is a time for food (...). All 

 rules and that time, you can't make food, you have to eat this food.” (Respondent 2) 

Other rules that the newcomers had to follow included the prohibition on newcomers working or 

studying without a residence permit. However, for some newcomers, obtaining a residence permit took 

a long time. As a result, the period of uncertainty during which they did not know whether or not they 

would be granted a permit had a negative impact on newcomers’ mental health, as it gave them the 

impression their lives had come to a standstill. The following statements resulted in these findings. 

 “If you come to the Netherlands and you want to work, or to study, to do something for your 

 future and then you, surprise that you (...) have to wait, have to sit, do nothing, I have to listen 

 to what they do what they say to me. Yes (...) if you are twenty or more, that you cannot sit and 

 listen, you must do something. And yes, if you are used to doing nothing, that is going to be 

 very difficult to work again.” (Respondent 1) 

  “I am just complain about that time that was wasted. (...) I would live gladly with no food for a 

 week, I find hard to live one year and a half with the wasted time where we do nothing.”

 (Respondent 3) 

 “Because when I came here, it was like going to step back but I thought also, okay a step back 

 but then at least I can start a new life. (…) and yeah, after I get the decision, then I thought okay 

 now I can start, I can work myself, I can get better life.” (Respondent 7) 

However, the newcomers did get the opportunity to start learning the Dutch language through the free 

classes that were facilitated in the asylum seeker center. The classes were aimed at developing a basic 

understanding of the Dutch language, but the conditions in the AZC were not good enough to study the 

language further because of the commotion in the asylum seeker center and a lack of study materials. 

This finding emerged from the following two statements. 

 “I got my residence permit about four months ago. That is when I started learning the language, 

 cause, it was possible. It was impossible to learn the language at the waiting AZC. When you 

 are waiting for your interview, the conditions are not very suitable for studying. It were like five 
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 persons in one room, so it was impossible to study there. I also didn’t follow course yet, that 

 happens when you go to your house.“ (Respondent 3) 

 “When I was in AZC I did not study Dutch. I can not study in AZC, no book, no school, no 

 language coach.” (Respondent 6) 

When they received a residence permit, all respondents stated that they were assigned a house and 

received government assistance in learning the Dutch language because they were then linked to a 

language school. Furthermore, they were offered the opportunity to share their preferences regarding 

the municipality in which they wanted to live. The statements of newcomers show that their preferences 

are often taken into account.   

 “Actually, I got one work contract, as soon as I got that staying document. And that was in 

 Vianen. (...) it was actually, I was in Assen AZC, waiting there. So, I have to get home all the 

 way north of the Netherlands and I don't want that because I see my brother lives in Groningen 

 and he have work. And yes, and then I want to be in Dordrecht or something. And yes, 

 luckily I got a job and a home in Vianen.” (Respondent 1)  

 “That contact person from the COA who helped me a lot. I said to him, I find it so annoying, I 

 want a house, can you help me? He said where do you want to live, Alkmaar, Amsterdam or 

 where? I said I want Zaandam, there is a center there. And in one week I get a house there.” 

 (Respondent 8) 

In general, these findings emphasize that newcomers felt welcome in the Netherlands, but that their first 

period in the AZC was not always easy. This was primarily due to the fact that they had to share rooms 

with other people with different mindsets and that they were unable to study or work as long as they did 

not obtain a residence permit. 

4.1.2 Dealing with the Dutch culture  

Even without receiving the residence permit, most newcomers indicated that they feel safe in the 

Netherlands. In the conversations, two main reasons for feeling safe were mentioned. Firstly, they do 

not experience racism. This is because newcomers believe that everyone in the Netherlands is treated 

with respect and equality. Respondent 7 explains this in his statement. 

 “In general, they [Dutch citizens] are really direct (…) and which is more important I think, the 

 respect. Even if they don’t like it for example, they have to respect it. Maybe you don’t agree, 

 but still, I respect you. I like it this way because this is part of freedom. That okay, you are free 

 to do whatever you want as long as you respect everybody” (Respondent 7) 
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Another respondent stated that he chose to flee to the Netherlands because there is no racism.  

 “It is good for me [the Dutch culture]. Yes, I don't really agree with my culture. My Syrian 

 culture. I think the Netherlands is better than Syria. (...) The Netherlands do not have racism. I 

 choose  the Netherlands.” (Respondent 6) 

Secondly, newcomers argue that Dutch citizens are free in their actions and statements, implying that 

they can say and do whatever they want without fear of being prosecuted. That was not the case in Syria, 

where anyone who violated the country’s policy was immediately punished. The following statement 

made this clear.  

 “Here I am free, very free, I can say anything and do anything you want, what you think. And 

 yes, not in Syria. Because you, you can't do this because you are Muslim or something else for 

 example. That is not possible.” (Respondent 2) 

In essence, the freedom of citizens in the Netherlands and the feeling that everyone is treated with respect 

and equality contribute to the newcomers’ feelings of safety. This is also apparent from the following 

statement. 

 “I was comfortable showing my culture [in the Dutch society], for example, also my religion, 

 my political faith for example. That's why you feel that yes, you are not forced to do anything 

 other than what you actually do.” (Respondent 9) 

Other facets of Dutch culture are also viewed positively by the newcomers. Newcomers notice that 

Dutch people are very direct and structured, which is a significant difference from Syrian culture. As 

respondents 3 and 4 point out, most newcomers experience this very positively. 

 “It was more comfortable for me, directness. (...) people say whatever they want, when they do 

 something you know they are not socially obligated to do it, they do it because they want to do 

 it and also taking or making appointments for everything. That, in a way it makes every lives 

 easier.” (Respondent 3) 

 “I do a lot of things that I have not learned in my culture. Or have done. I get to choose many 

 things from the Dutch culture that suit me and that I find very nice and very practical. Like 

 trying to be on time, having an agenda, sort of making a plan, being open.” (Respondent 4)  

Finally, newcomers argue that they find it important to integrate into Dutch society and to change the 

sometimes negative image that Dutch citizens have about refugees. The following statement made this 

clear. 

 “I really want [to create] a picture of the other (…) of the foreigners, not of all foreigners, but 

 to create an image that we can really Dutch, we can really do it, we can find and do work and 

 not just basic work.” (Respondent 2) 
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Another respondent elaborates on this issue with his statement, arguing that in order to integrate into 

Dutch society, newcomers must learn about the norms and values and adhere to them to reduce the 

prejudices about refugees. 

 “We came from a country that was just, we had zero resources and ways to be ourselves. So, 

 when people come [newcomers] here and they're wild with the freedom, sometimes I think those 

 people [Dutch people] who have the prejudice about us. They will only strengthen those 

 prejudices and judgments and not dilute them. So, learning language is nice and is also essential, 

 but also kind of norms and values and how we can learn from the host community of the current 

 culture, from the current community and also get to know some rules.” (Respondent 4) 

Overall, newcomers have a positive experience with Dutch culture, which they feel is free of racism, 

allows for freedom in actions and statements, and has a very direct and structured way of 

communicating. This ensures that newcomers value integration into Dutch society and helps to change 

the sometimes negative image of refugees. 

4.1.3 Key elements of integration 

Conversations with newcomers show that they believe learning the language, making friends, and 

finding a job play an important role in their integration and subsequent feeling of home. The latter will 

be explained in section 4.2. Firstly, all respondents agreed that mastering the language is the most 

important aspect of integration. This is made clear in the following two statements. 

 “Yes, but for me it was important to learn the language from the first state and after that I can 

 focus on other things I need to do. Yeah, that is why I wanted to learn that first so I can finish 

 of integration exam and all of that.” (Respondent 7)  

 “Yes, because, (…) I felt that if you want to integrate quickly and you want to do what you 

 want to do later, the language is the key to everything. (…) if you want to really enjoy this 

 country, new country, create new life or do something, then you have to learn their language.” 

 (Respondent 8) 

However, during the interviews, newcomers revealed that they experience difficulties with learning the 

language and having access to the other key elements for their integration. In these conversations, 

newcomers stated that they have had varying experiences with the various options for learning the Dutch 

language. The majority of newcomers has taken a language course that consists of several three-hour 

lessons per week. Some people claim that even after taking the course, they are still unable to 

communicate in the language.  

 “I study a few times per week (...) by the VU. I didn’t like it at all (...) and I feel it is only wasting 

 time. We have a book and we do all the exercises online. So, when we go to the class, I  don’t 



39 

 

 get new information and I don’t learn what I have to learn. For example, when I don’t speak 

 fluently. So, I think there is a problem.” (Respondent 7) 

 “Yes, I have classes, at Vrije Universiteit. Language school, but unfortunately I only have online 

 course few times per week. (...) I need to improve my skills, because I want to speak (...) Dutch, 

 but very international in Amsterdam, so I don’t speak Dutch.” (Respondent 10) 

Some other beginners chose an intensive course in which they attended a large number of classes in a 

short period of time, with classes every day except weekends. This type of language course has shown 

more positive results.  

 “I chose an intensive course to learn the language very quickly. And it was about seven months. 

 It was every day. Except Saturday and Sunday of course. That was very good for me.” 

 (Respondent 2) 

 “I studied every day, ten hours a day. That's why I didn't find it difficult. I wanted to learn the 

 language as quickly as possible in order to understand people and that worked.” (Respondent 8) 

However, it is important to note that each newcomer has a unique language learning preference, which 

was shown by earlier data from the Welcome App.  

 “Practicing the Dutch language and taking lessons is important and complicated, it is not the 

 same for everyone. One is looking for 1 on 1 lesson and others more language lessons. Some do 

 not know in which format they want to learn language. For example, people in the asylum 

 seeker center ask more about language provision. But the question is what kind of language 

 offer suits them. Someone in Leeuwarden cannot come to Buurthuis in Amsterdam. Online 

 language offer fits in well with this. But sometimes that person also looks for 1 on 1 where he / 

 she can chat with someone, the goal may be learning language but there is also a social 

 component / element in it.“ (field note analysis & insight document) 

Secondly, newcomers experience difficulty with meeting new people and making friends. This is 

primarily due to the current situation, which is characterized by the Covid-19 pandemic. Because of the 

pandemic, all public spaces have been closed, and all coordinated events have been moved online, 

making it difficult for newcomers to meet new people in person. This is also apparent from the statement 

of respondent 2, which also shows that speaking the language is a key element.  

 “I have not interacted with other people. No never. If I must say something, I use English. Yes, 

 after about five months when I came (...) to language school. Went to learn Dutch and I got to 

 know a few people there. But it was yes, they were all Syrian people and only the teachers were 

 Dutch people. And because of corona, all online.” (Respondent 2) 
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Another reason why making friends is difficult, according to respondent 5, is that Dutch citizens are 

wary of contact with people from other countries. 

 “Because I actually noticed here that people were too careful with making new people, it doesn't 

 matter what background those people might have. But most of all, those people were a bit too 

 careful about making friends from other countries.” (Respondent 5) 

Finally, some newcomers indicated that they had not succeed in finding a job. They would like to have 

jobs similar to the ones they had before they left their country. However, there are problems with the 

revaluation of diplomas that they obtained in Syria. As a result, it is difficult for newcomers to find 

equivalent jobs. This is pointed out in the following two statements. 

 “The thing is, most of the people were used to live with work in a country. Here it is completely 

 different compare to. The education in our country, we cannot compare it with here and that is 

 one of the reasons I want to study. I have a bachelor and I have more than five teen experience. 

 So normally, if I didn’t come to Netherland, I would never think about studying again. Because 

 I can use only my experience and I can do a course here and there and that would be enough. 

 But here, why I want to study because then I can (...) get more change to find a job because I 

 cannot said, I heave a certificate from Syrian university and I want to work in this company.” 

 (Respondent 7) 

 “In the beginning, my municipality of Zaanstad said, you speak English very well therefore you 

 have to get to work right away. I am an accountant, I have certificates and diplomas and I am 

 not going to throw everything away and I am going to work in a hotel. I have no problem with 

 work, but I don't want to be under racism. But yes that contact person said no you are here in 

 the Netherlands, you are going to work.” (Respondent 8) 

In conclusion, these experiences and problems surrounding the key elements for integration can 

complicate the integration process of newcomers. However, newcomers remain positive about their new 

life in the Netherlands because they still get more opportunities in the Netherlands than they would have 

had in Syria.  

4.1.4 Theoretical reflection 

It is important to make further sense of the data gathered through the interviews on experiences with 

integration of newcomers and Welcome App employees, by relating it to the existing framework for 

integration (Ager & Strang, 2008) and theory on acculturation strategies (Berry, 1992).  

 The integration framework demonstrates that housing, health, employment, and education serve 

as indicators and means of achieving newcomer integration (Ager & Strang, 2008). According to the 

findings, newcomers also describe employment as an important indicator of integration. In addition, 

newcomers’ experiences point to other aspects of the framework that are inextricably linked to the 
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concept of integration. These characteristics include having social connections and cultural knowledge, 

learning the language, feeling safe, and having the same rights and citizenship as everyone else. This is 

something that the Welcome App aims to help with. Additionally, the data shows that newcomers 

indicate that they feel safe in the Netherlands because they feel there is no racism and everyone is free 

in their actions and statements. Furthermore, newcomers emphasize the importance of obtaining a 

residence permit to begin a new life. This is equivalent to having the same rights and citizenship as 

everyone else.  

  Furthermore, the data reveals that during the integration phase, newcomers do not have a clear 

acculturation strategy. Acculturation is the process by which newcomers adjust to their new community. 

Both the assimilation and integration strategy apply to the respondents. These strategies indicate that 

newcomers are enthusiastic about adopting the new (Dutch) culture. As a result, it is possible to conclude 

that newcomers do not follow a separation or marginalization strategy, where newcomers seek no 

contact with the dominant group and remain entirely separate (Berry, 1992).  

 In sum, the experiences of the integration process of newcomers correspond with the different 

characteristics of the Integration Framework of Ager and Strang (2008). This demonstrates that the 

model elements for understanding integration are also mentioned in practice as important components 

of integration. Finally, it also appears that the process for becoming a status holder is experienced in the 

same way as described earlier in section 1.1.2. 

4.2 Sense of home 

This section elaborates on what a sense of home entails according to newcomers and employees. First 

and foremost, feeling at home means something different to everyone. Nevertheless, several similarities 

have emerged in the findings of this research. The various elements for developing a sense of home are 

subdivided into the following subthemes: having a job, social environment, and sense of belonging. This 

section concludes with findings regarding the difficulties that newcomers face in feeling completely at 

home. 

4.2.1 Having a job  

Several newcomers mentioned that having a job is an important element for the development of a sense 

of home. According to two respondents, having a job provides financial benefits, independence, and the 

ability to contribute to society. 

 “After I got that job I really feel (…) that I can do something for society. That boosts my (…) 

 my self-confidence now. (…) it makes me feel that I got that job, I now feel independent, I feel 

 safe, I really feel like a Dutch citizen who really participates in society.” (Respondent 5).  

 “Life without work is completely different with work. Then you have a little more financial 

 capacity. There you also have freedom (...). You also have the feeling that you mean something 

 to society and you can also contribute something to your own community.” (Respondent 9) 
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Furthermore, it became clear that newcomers wish to contribute to society because several newcomers 

expressed gratitude to Dutch citizens for their support and expressed a desire to give back to society 

(e.g. (voluntary) work). When newcomers are given access to jobs, they indicate that they will become 

more integrated into society and will begin to identify as Dutch citizens. Respondent 3 makes this clear 

with his statement.   

 “Sometimes the feeling at home (…) doesn’t come only from things you get. For example, if 

 you’re getting money to study the language, if you’re getting a house, if you’re getting a 

 payment, if you’re getting support (…). That is not feeling at home, you have to do something 

 in order to feel at home. Because if you didn’t do anything, you didn’t feel the value of the 

 things you are getting.” (Respondent 3) 

Finally, the employees of Welcome App agree with the newcomers and argue that financial 

independence through having a job is important for newcomers. However, the newcomer’s profession 

must be worthy of what the newcomer did before. Otherwise, the newcomer may still feel unappreciated, 

and therefore not at home. 

 “I think a very big part of it has to do with becoming financially independent again and a 

 profession worthy of what you did before. So, if one has been a dentist for twenty years before, 

 he is not going to be happy working in a supermarket now.” (Respondent 13 – Employee) 

As a result, seeking a position in society that aligns with the newcomer’s previous work experience is 

critical. However, the findings indicated that having a job can lead to financial independence and 

ultimately to feeling of home. 

4.2.2 Social environment 

Newcomers’ living environment is also critical in establishing a sense of home. According to respondent 

10, this entails owning a home and becoming acquainted with one’s surroundings but also interacting 

with others. 

 “I feel it is now my new home, because I have brothers who are living in Germany. Before the 

 corona time, when I visited them, I feel home sick then and I need to come back to Amsterdam. 

 My house, that is number one (…). My friends here around me okay and the area itself (…). 

 But the reason is that yeah, I like the city, and I get used to the city and I feel it my city okay.”

 (Respondent 10) 

In addition, all newcomers have expressed a desire to interact with Dutch citizens to learn more about 

the country and to make friends. Furthermore, the majority of newcomers have arrived alone. The 

following statement exemplifies how having friends can lead to a sense of home. 

 “See, I have made new friends here and a lot and not just Syrian, because I do not know many 

 Syrian families. (…) but the rest of my family, they are Dutch. That is why I feel real, this is 
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 really my environment. I have (…) met many lovely people. Those lovely people who also 

 give that feeling that you really  feel at home.” (Respondent 8) 

Another respondent indicates that finding a romantic partner provides stability and can lead to a feeling 

of home. This is due in part to a lack of family.  

 “Especially after that I can find a wife here and also in-laws family. This stability of life is one 

 hundred percent also a good feeling and home feeling.” (Respondent 9) 

Although several newcomers agreed that family is an important component of feeling at home, they also 

stated that it should not be the only reason to feel at home because most of their families live in other 

countries, making it difficult to visit them. 

 Furthermore, according to the employees of the Welcome App, contact with other people is 

essential for newcomers to feel at home because it allows newcomers to understand Dutch citizens and 

society better. Additionally, social interaction provides newcomers to make friends and create a network 

and is thus one of the most important elements for building a new life according to the Welcome App. 

One of the employees elaborates on this in the following statement.  

 “In the Netherlands, having friends of local people is important. It is important to have good 

 contact with the neighbors. The mentality of the people, understanding the local people is 

 important. Otherwise, you cannot feel at home.” (Respondent 12 – Employee) 

Finally, the Dutch language tends to be a key component in social interaction because it facilitates 

communication with Dutch people and makes newcomers feel like they are one of them. This is also 

mentioned in section 4.1.3. How the aforementioned elements can lead to feeling at home is summarized 

by respondent 11 in the following statement. 

 “We want newcomers to be able to build a new life, we want them to be able to build a network, 

 we want them to learn the language, we want them to be able to integrate. (...) and feeling at 

 home needs all those components. I think, you can only feel at home when you are connected, 

 or feel connected to, your environment, if you know where to go for things, if you have a 

 network where you can fall back on, if you can speak out, if you know the language well, that 

 you feel welcome, that you feel seen, that you feel taken seriously, that you have a sense of 

 belonging, so that you belong to something hears.” (Respondent 11 – Employee) 

Overall, having friends allows newcomers to better understand Dutch society and ensures that 

newcomers feel part of society, which can eventually lead to feeling at home. 
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4.2.3 A feeling of belonging 

According to the preceding statements and conversations with newcomers, a sense of belonging also 

plays an important role in the development of a sense of home. First, according to respondent 1, this 

entails obtaining a residence permit.  

 “I spent a year and a half in AZC. I have to wait (...) for that residence document. I find that is 

 really slow to integrate. That’s very hard, if you don’t know you can stay.” (Respondent 1) 

When newcomers obtain their residence permit, the uncertainty is removed, and the newcomer is 

accepted in the new country and can start building a new life. As long as the newcomer does not have a 

residence permit, he or she will always be busy devising a new plan for building a life somewhere else 

and will therefore not feel at home. This became clear in the statement of respondent 7. 

 “I can feel at home at only, when I get the citizenship (…). I do for example the integration 

 process and I get work and I engage completely with the company. But after all (…) anything 

 happened and they said okay you have to go to Syria, then everything doesn’t matter. (…) 

 because always busy with another plan. That okay if they said no, what is my next 

 destination?” (Respondent 7) 

Furthermore, newcomers want to feel accepted. To newcomers, this acceptance specifically means that 

they do not experience racism. Moreover, the newcomers stated that they do not want to be perceived 

as different citizens and that they want to be a part of and participate in Dutch society, referring to a 

sense of belonging. This became clear from the following two statements. 

 “If you look at it [home feeling], I think it comes as a package. Because feeling at home, (...) 

 you have to change a little bit to feel at home. Because life here is different, so the Netherlands 

 will accept you. It is the responsibility of the newcomer because it his life that can be miserable, 

 that he or she feel belong.” (Respondent 3) 

 “A community, a community feeling. (...) yes, the feeling that when I get to know a new people 

 that they like to be able to prejudge or judge me. (...) that makes the friendship or the 

 communication with me, or the local people and the Dutch people a bit more equal. I don't want 

 that poor refugee to get that help from us or have things from the attic. (...) I really want some 

 kind of friendship that just feels normal and equal. (...) it is of enormous importance to me that 

 those others look to me as an equal person, just trying to build something in this country.”

 (Respondent 4) 

In conclusion, according to the newcomers, the sense of belonging consists of obtaining a residence 

permit and feeling accepted and both play a role in the development of a sense of home. However, the 

respondents indicate that the aforementioned elements required to achieve a sense of home are more 

important. 
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4.2.4 The background of newcomers 

Apart from the elements that can contribute to a sense of home, it is difficult for newcomers to feel 

completely at ease. This has to do with the fact that newcomers would never feel like real Dutch citizens, 

on the same level as Dutch citizens who were born in the Netherlands. According to two respondents, 

this is due to the fact that newcomers originally came from Syria and spent the majority of their lives 

there, as well as the fact that there will always be a language barrier. 

 “Well actually, I want that [to feel like a Dutchman]. But maybe that's a bit difficult, because 

 yes, for example, I've been living in Syria for twenty-five years and here only four or five years. 

 All my life I was there. (...) I was born there and I find little bit difficult here.” (Respondent 2) 

 “From the first moment I felt that I belong to this country. Because this country gives me from 

 the first moment what I have not received in other countries. But (...) I may never be one hundred 

 percent Dutch. Never, if I am also in ten years, then I will remain as someone who does not 

 speak the language fluently, then someone who speaks to me by phone will know that okay, this 

 person is not a real Dutchman.” (Respondent 9) 

However, another respondent stated that the ultimate goal is to feel like a Dutch citizen, which will 

provide a sense of home. Someone else agrees with this in the following statement, but adds that 

determining when this level is reached is difficult.  

 “I try to be, but I talk with my friends, I tell to them I don’t know after how many years, we 

 reach the Netherlanders level. Way of thinking also, is also different, the way how is completely 

 different how it is where I came from. So, we cannot be like the Netherlands.” (Respondent 7)  

In line with the previous argument, another respondent explains that he will always feel like a refugee 

living in the Netherlands. 

 “Being a refugee is an iconic thing in my eyes. That will never leave me. Between 2012 and 

 between 2016 I experienced war in a country where I lived and where I kind of get my own 

 identity. So, that's not just going to leave one, after five years.” (Respondent 4) 

In general, newcomers want to feel like genuine Dutch citizens, but it is difficult for them to do so 

because they have spent the majority of their lives elsewhere, which has shaped their identity and is 

difficult to let go of as well as knowing when the level of a Dutch citizen is reached.  

4.2.5 Theoretical reflection 

The second part of the empirical findings, which look at aspects required for feeling at home, can be 

linked to the existing theory about the concept of ‘home’.  

 According to the theory, the concept of ‘home’ can mean a variety of things. Generally, home 

is understood as being a combination of spatial, material, temporal and relational homes (Taylor, 2009), 

and links to a feeling and a sense of belonging (Anthias, 2009; Wang, 2016; Wiles, 2008). In addition, 
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‘home' can feel like a place of safety and security (Hage, 2010) or as control over a physical location 

(Parsell, 2012). Furthermore, it is defined along lines of familiarity and social connections and is seen 

as a lived experience that constantly changes (Easthope, 2004). Respondents who engaged with this 

research confirmed this broad definition.  

 The data revealed that the feeling of home is influenced by several elements that correspond to 

the elements for understanding integration discussed in section 4.1. However, not all elements will apply 

to every newcomer and some elements will be more or less important depending on the individual. In 

the following paragraph, the elements that are crucial for the development of a sense of home are 

analyzed and linked to the theory. 

 First of all, both newcomers and employees of Welcome App agreed that having a job is an 

important aspect for establishing a sense of home. However, the job must be comparable to and match 

with the newcomer’s previous achievements. This corresponds to what Dudley (2011) stated in his 

article on ‘Feeling at home’. He argued that it is crucial for newcomers to engage in productive and 

familiar activities, as well as to provide them with items from their past to foster a sense of home. This 

is also in line with the concept of material home according to Taylor (2009).  

 Secondly, respondents agree that making friends is important for developing a sense of home. 

This aspect corresponds to the concept of relational home. According to Taylor (2009), this concept is 

one of the aspects for obtaining a sense of home and consists of having social networks and relationships. 

He claimed that for refugees, the loss of social networks can be devastating, and that it is difficult to 

achieve anything without a network of contacts (p. 236). Furthermore, Ager and Strang (2008) stated 

that social connections play a critical role in the integration process and in driving the process at a local 

level as well.  

 Thirdly, respondents emphasized learning the language as an important element for feeling at 

home. As mentioned in earlier sections, speaking the same language tends to be a key component in 

social interaction because it facilitates communication with Dutch people and makes newcomers feel 

like they are one of them. Finally, feeling the same as Dutch citizens is the ultimate goal for newcomers 

because they want to be able to relate to the community to which they belong (Anthias, 2009; Sedgwick 

& Yonge, 2008). 

 Finally, two other factors, according to newcomers, can contribute to a sense of home. Obtaining 

a residence permit and feeling accepted are examples of this. The empirical findings revealed that both 

aspects are related to a sense of belonging, as obtaining a residence permit grants newcomers the same 

rights and citizenship as everyone else, which is the ultimate goal for newcomers as explained earlier 

and is identified as the ultimate mark of living in an integrated community (Hagerty et al., 1992) and 

feeling accepted implies the recognition of a member by other members in a group (Anant, 1966). In 
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this context, belonging refers to a sense of respect and shared values that emphasize diversity, difference, 

and one's own identity (Ager & Strang, 2008). 

 In conclusion, the sense of home is related to people's emotions and feelings (Anthias, 2009; 

Wang, 2016; Wiles, 2008), which makes it difficult to decide whether immigrants feel at home. 

However, this research implies that newcomers perceive ‘home’ as less fixed, and not as a static object 

(e.g., a house) (Wang, 2016). Furthermore, it is revealed that the various elements mentioned for the 

development of a sense of home correspond to some of the definitions of ‘home’ elaborated in the 

theoretical framework. This research demonstrates that the definitions for understanding home are also 

mentioned in practice as elements of feeling at home. 

4.3 Newcomers’ voice and participation 

The findings linked to newcomers’ experiences in using the application are displayed in this section and 

are divided into positive and critical reviews. After this, the role of newcomers in the application will 

be explained. 

4.3.1 Using the Welcome application: positive views 

Firstly, several respondents are pleased with the application’s impact on their lives. According to 

respondent 8, using the application can help newcomers with their integration by allowing them to meet 

new people and to participate in activities for building a new life.  

 “[The Welcome App] They help with integration. They cannot let newcomers integrate quickly, 

 but they are the start of the line. (…) you can meet new people here. It is very good. I 

 downloaded it and it was beautiful. He [employee of the Welcome App] has invited me so much 

 and every time I do something. We went to Paris with him, to Disneyland through Coca-

 Cola, and I also went to Amsterdam, a trip, that cruise. And I've done two three or four 

 workshops too and I had lunch with a lonely woman here too. Yes, very nice.” (Respondent 8) 

Moreover, newcomers claimed that meeting new people was the primary reason they downloaded the 

application in the first place. 

 “I also wanted to use your app to make friendships actually. I just wanted to be more open, so 

 to speak, to make friendships from abroad as well, because (...) humanity also belongs. And it's 

 actually more fun to meet people from other countries.” (Respondent 5) 

In addition, another respondent stated that the activities in the application were well-organized, 

enjoyable, and educational. 

 “I always look at Welcome App as a very good idea and also a very good app, useful and I can 

 really learn and achieve a lot of things with this app. (...) and especially for language and work 

 for newcomers. Don't know any other.” (Respondent 9) 



48 

 

Secondly, newcomers were pleased with how the application works. Respondent 3 thinks the application 

is very user-friendly and helpful for newcomers.  

 “The way the things are structured, the icons (...). How you can scroll through the activities and 

 search by the type of activity and the message, and asking questions, and the genre of questions. 

 All these things and the colors and images are all telling you that it is a very good app.”

 (Respondent 3) 

Furthermore, newcomers were excited about the ability to ask questions in the application. The 

newcomers indicated that asking questions in the application is the first step towards contact with Dutch 

citizens and an opportunity to meet new people. This is evident from the following two statements.  

 “I think it is very helpful to start a conversation with a Dutch person, where you ask a question 

 and get a reply and have the opportunity to communicate further. Yeah, it gives the refugee a 

 scope of wide range of opportunities. That is new for me.” (Respondent 4)  

 ‘’Every now and then I ask a question. And then I'll be in touch. That makes me happy when I 

 can talk to people.” (Respondent 6) 

Finally, it can be concluded that the respondents are pleased that the Welcome App exists because they 

are unaware of any other organization that provides the same services as this application. As a result, 

the points raised by newcomers in the following section are critical for the application's improvement to 

reach more newcomers and make more impact.  

4.3.2 Using the Welcome application: critical views 

The findings revealed that newcomers’ experiences with the Welcome App were divided. As a result, 

this section elaborates on the critical perspectives on the application's impact and operation, according 

to newcomers. Firstly, respondent 10 stated that the application does not assist in the establishment of a 

new life as a refugee.  

 “Actually, Welcome App is not helping the newcomers to build their new life. Just, they had 

 some activities. (…) only they have activities like social activities for fun and entertainment.” 

 (Respondent 10) 

In this statement, respondent 10 expresses criticism about the impact of the Welcome App on the lives 

of newcomers. The respondent indicates that the Welcome App should listen more to the needs of 

newcomers since activities offered by the Welcome App are often not in line with the interests of 

newcomers. This is made clear in another statement, which also shows his experience in working with 

refugees.  

 “I think usually when we work in such an initiative, we ask people themselves what do they 

 want, what do you hope. Yeah, but Welcome App always make their, they always make their 
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 activities and then they invite people. So not many people are interested in these activities.” 

 (Respondent 10) 

Following that, another respondent stated that some activities are unappealing to newcomers. He claims 

that this is due to sometimes ambiguous activity titles and information, which prevents him and others 

from registering for certain activities. 

  “For me right now, the only reason I use it is because I wanted to find a language coach. That 

 is the reason. But other than that (…) the topics it wasn’t interested me. Like the fun art 

 traineeship, I don’t know what is it. Mental program or so, it is not interested by me. Learning 

 and working at seven, I do not know what is it. And something in Utrecht, I don’t know also.” 

 (Respondent 7) 

However, during observations at Welcome App team meetings and communications, it became clear 

that the preferences of newcomers for activities are being listened to. For example, during a team 

meeting, one community manager raised the point that there was a great demand for activities related to 

language learning. At the same time, registrations for events are tracked, as a result, activities related to 

social interactions and career were deemed more popular. This demand can be explained through the 

results of earlier sections, where social connections and the wish for sustainable and at-level jobs were 

indicated as important factors in developing a sense of home. Nonetheless, the quotes by respondents 7 

and 10 indicate that there is potential for improvement in terms of the services the Welcome App 

provides. 

 This is in line with previous insights from the Welcome App that show that most newcomers do 

not succeed in finding a job through the Welcome App, while this is an important element in the 

development of a sense of home. Most of these insights have been gained through conversations between 

newcomers and the Welcome App employees, as well as feedback forms in the application itself. In the 

following statement, a newcomer expresses criticism about the impact that Welcome App has on the 

lives of newcomers. She argues that the organization only can make newcomers feel at home if they 

obtain something from the activities, such as a job.  

 “Look, a workshop for work, for the work to find. I think it needs more, in my opinion. 

 Because look, I'm looking for work. (..) a kind of market, not just workshop. Not oh yes, we're 

 going to talk alone and then bye. (…) we need companies that really want support for refugees 

 or newcomers, not only benefit from them, but really support.” (Respondent 8) 

Secondly, certain newcomers criticize the application’s operation. For example, someone argued that 

the application’s current working is sometimes unnecessarily complicated. 

 “The app actually is a bit complicated. It can be very simple. A bit complicated and especially 

 for someone who is not familiar with technology. Especially for this target group you have to 

 make the app very simple.” (Respondent 9) 
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This statement is in line with respondent 2, who indicated that she did not receive any notifications of 

activities for which she had registered.  

 “And the app, yes, I don't get a notification. I get, I have to go to the app. Really log in to find 

 some, if I have a chat I have to look if I have something, maybe someone give me something. 

 Should I search. I am not getting a notification. Maybe that's the reason. They just need to 

 improve the app.” (Respondent 2) 

However, notifications are sent, but they can only be seen in the application itself. This obliges the 

newcomer to open the application. Newcomers sometimes do not open the application for a longer 

period or there is some time between the registration and the date of an activity. As a result, newcomers 

forget their registration and are absent from the activities for which they have registered. This problem 

is more common, according to the following fieldnote, which was made during a team meeting. 

 “In the team meeting they discussed how they can ensure that the newcomers actually come to 

 an activity instead of just signing up. Now it often happens that the newcomers sign up for 

 activities and then don't look at the application anymore.” (fieldnote) 

In addition to the application’s sometimes complicated operation, one newcomer reports that not all 

questions are answered in the application.  

 “The first question to me was that I want to speak to someone to practice the language. The 

 other question was that I want someone, that is already studying in IT. I want information from 

 current  students. But any questions they didn’t pass.” (Respondent 7) 

Meanwhile, team meetings have revealed that this is also a common issue that has to be addressed.  

 “In this meeting the problem arose that it is often unclear who should answer the questions in 

 the community function. Currently, newcomers can ask questions in the chat that are answered 

 by locals. In addition, they can also ask more difficult questions in the function ‘ask an expert’. 

 This option is facilitated by the Open Embassy helpdesk. However, Open Embassy decides on 

 every question by whom it should be answered (local or the helpdesk). This means that some 

 questions may be skipped. As a result, it sometimes happens that newcomers do not receive an 

 answer to their question.” (fieldnote) 

Furthermore, newcomers criticize the fact that most activities take place online, due to the current 

situation (Covid-19 pandemic). Many newcomers have previously stated that it is difficult for them to 

not have the opportunity to meet new people in real life through the activities. This was mentioned by 

respondent 5 as a reason for not participating in online activities.  

 “Do you know why? Because it all went online. I like to see girls and boy face to face. I would 

 like to enjoy those beautiful faces.” (Respondent 5) 
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Offline activities, on the other hand, were possible before the Covid-19 pandemic. However, several 

respondents stated that they did not engage in any activities at that time as well because they were 

primarily organized in for instance Amsterdam were people from other cities were either excluded or 

too far away. Respondent 2 stated that this was the reason she does not use the application frequently. 

 “I usually find it in the app, it's only for Amsterdam, Amersfoort. Only this side, not Rotterdam, 

 Dordrecht. Therefore, I find too few things here next to me.” (Respondent 2)  

According to respondent 4, the Welcome App attracts a certain audience. 

 “Welcome App that has activities that happened sort of centrally in Amsterdam and focused in 

 Amsterdam. Most things happen in Amsterdam. So, I think most social activities that are 

 attractive to certain people who are further into the language and maybe a young age and 

 especially those living in Amsterdam.” (Respondent 4) 

In general, these findings revealed newcomers’ criticism about the types of activities, how the 

application works, and the ability to ask questions. This criticism leads to a number of options for 

application enhancement in order to provide the greatest possible assistance to newcomers. 

4.3.3 The various roles of newcomers 

As previously illustrated, the Welcome application offers opportunities for newcomers regarding 

integration into Dutch society. Newcomers can voluntarily participate in activities that are offered, 

which allows them to shape their own integration process. This is made clear with the statement of 

respondent 11.  

 “Here you have the app and do what you need and because you do not oblige people to do things, 

 or whatever, but you give an overview of all different things, you kind of challenge them to take 

 those opportunities themselves.” (Respondent 11 - Employee) 

According to the organization’s employees, they aim to bridge the gap between newcomers and all of 

the opportunities and services available to them. At the same time, newcomers themselves also have 

two important roles in the Welcome application. 

 The first role that newcomers have in the application is to participate in the activities and ask 

questions. The respondents agreed that learning the language is the most important thing they can do to 

integrate into Dutch society. As described earlier, most newcomers prefer to participate in activities 

related to the Dutch language because they are aware that it is important to talk to people. Therefore, 

the application offers the possibility to get in contact with others, but newcomers must also take the 

initiative themselves to start conversation by asking questions or participating in activities. The 

following two statements elaborate on this finding.  

 “I have to continue to practice the language with talking is important. At the moment, not being 

 able to practice  much, because you just can't talk to Dutch people, because you just go outside 
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 much less. (...) it is always possible to learn new and new words. The language is like a sea.” 

 (Respondent 5) 

 “We have to do our best to have a good contact with others, with people. Without it we cannot 

 integrate, we cannot feel at home. (…) we cannot integrate on our own, we need you [locals] 

 and without you we cannot integrate and without our best we cannot also integrate (…). 

 Therefore, we must first start, we must first try to change this image, show others that we want 

 to work, we are honest, we are helpful people.” (Respondent 12 - Employee) 

Furthermore, as previously stated, bringing locals and newcomers together can help to change locals’ 

sometimes negative perceptions of newcomers. Therefore, it is imperative that newcomers share their 

stories so that locals become aware of similarities instead of differences. The application provides 

newcomers with the opportunity to do this. Ultimately, this can lead to a more positive view of refugees 

and increase willingness to help them out of a sense of equity. Respondent 7 states that this is the 

minimum he can do. 

 “Because you would like to know how, how it is from our point of view and if I didn’t speak, 

 we didn’t speak, you never know. (…) So, this is the minimum we can do, so you can see from 

 our point of view how it is, what you [with this research] can do better.” (Respondent 7)  

Second, newcomers’ other role pertains to the types of activities that are available, which is one of the 

most important features of the Welcome App. The activities available in the application are determined 

by the needs of newcomers, so understanding those needs is critical. This idea emerged from the 

interview with respondent 13. 

 “We actually look at criticism and feedback and think oh that button can be removed, whether 

 it can be replaced, or the questions from the newcomers turn out to be different from what we 

 thought in that research phase.” (Respondent 13 – Employee) 

Furthermore, because the Welcome App strives to provide the best assistance to newcomers possible, 

they are the primary source of input. Conversations with Welcome App employees and feedback forms 

provide information about the needs of newcomers. Additionally, during the interviews, it was 

discovered that newcomers have several ideas for activities that the Welcome App could organize. 

Various possibilities are mentioned in the following statement. 

 “What they need for example, some people need to do sport, some sport activities for them.  

 Some of them like to do, like they want to play music in any instrument, or they like to sing, but 

 not all of them, some of them. Some of them like to meet new people, some like cultural, they 

 didn’t have any cultural event or yeah, political for example, political session. Once I join with 

 another organization here in Amsterdam about politics. I saw hundreds of Syrian newcomers 

 joined this.” (Respondent 10) 



53 

 

The interviews revealed if more activities are in line with newcomers’ preferences and had an impact 

on their lives, they would use the application more frequently. This means that newcomers want to shape 

the application, even though they are currently permitted to organize their own activities within the 

application. The team meetings revealed that this is not currently happening, but that the organization 

wants to promote it because this allows newcomers even more leverage over their integration and more 

control over the application. Respondent 13 also mentioned this in the interview. 

 “I think the newcomers could have more quality and in the form of organizing things themselves. 

 That still happens too little and we don't promote it like that. We promote even more from the 

 Dutch side to them. I personally think it's still a bit too much to send, instead of back you know 

 that you go back and forth a bit.” (Respondent 13 – Employee)  

Overall, newcomers play two distinct roles in the application. The first role is to take the initiative in 

speaking with locals in order to practice the language and share their stories, so that locals see more 

similarities than differences, and the second role is to provide feedback in order to generate insights into 

the needs for the types of activities. 

4.3.4 Theoretical reflection 

This section revolves around the findings of newcomers' participation in the Welcome application. 

Previously, theory claimed that newcomer participation is inextricably linked to the concepts of 

integration and inclusion (Anthias, 2009) and that this can be supported in society through participatory 

spaces that prioritize citizen action and participation (Gaventa, 2006). According to the theory, the 

Welcome App can be considered a participatory space. This is because they provide a platform where 

newcomers can participate in activities that are mostly set up by Dutch citizens, to help newcomers 

integrate into Dutch society. However, participation entails more than being active in a given space. It 

also entails the right to define and shape that space (Gaventa, 2006). How this right is perceived by 

newcomers is related to the power dynamics of the space and how space is shaped. Therefore, Gaventa 

(2006) distinguishes three different participatory spaces: created space, closed space, and invited space. 

These will be discussed further in the following paragraph. 

 According to the findings, the Welcome App closely resembles a created space. This is because 

the majority of created spaces are established by stakeholders with less power or influence over the 

space (Gaventa, 2006). This is also the case with the Welcome App, because the application is developed 

by non-refugees (i.e., Dutch citizens) who do not have power over the newcomers. Moreover, the 

organization attempts to assist newcomers with their integration process in an informal way. This 

corresponds to the characteristics of a created space as well (Rast & Ghorashi, 2018). In addition, the 

created space allows actors to engage in a public sphere and shape their environment at the local level 

(Cornwall & Gaventa, 2000), which is the ultimate goal of the Welcome App. However, the Welcome 

App could also be interpreted as an invited space because newcomers are invited to participate within 
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the application (Gaventa, 2006). More specifically, the findings indicated that the newcomers are able 

to help define and shape the application, since their feedback is essential in shaping the application. In 

contrast, an invited space is created by more powerful actors, which is not the case for Welcome App. 

Finally, the closed space does not apply to the Welcome App because that type of space is created by 

powerful actors with no input from others. 

4.4 The Welcome application 

This section expands on the findings concerning the various roles of the Welcome App and how they 

perform these roles. According to the employees, the Welcome application serves as a social media 

platform, event organizer, and as a bridge for other initiatives. These various roles will be discussed in 

detail in the following paragraphs and will be linked to newcomers’ integration. 

4.4.1 The various roles of the Welcome App  

Firstly, the application functions as a social media platform, as anyone can download it, create a profile, 

and gain access to all of the services that are available within the application. Furthermore, the 

application functions as social media because it facilitates contact between locals and newcomers by 

bringing them together within a bounded system and providing a chat function. Moreover, the app’s 

creator argues that it must function similarly to other social media platforms, claiming that he came up 

with the concept for his own application while utilizing other social media platforms. This finding is 

evident from the following statement. 

 “I can see that all countries where refugees go, well that's about all European countries. (...) that 

 yes there is no such platform as we are now. And every time I think yes there is one app for `

 ordering a taxi, ordering food, for your dates, everything. (...) but why isn't there a platform for 

 all those millions of people who have fled to Europe?” (Respondent 11 – Employee) 

According to the following statement, serves the Welcome App as social media because it brings people 

together. He argues that an organization such as the Welcome App is critical because it provides a 

connection between society and newcomers. 

 “The role of such an organization is really important (...). To bring the people, the newcomers, 

 and the locals together. And also (...) the images that many Dutch people have about newcomers 

 cannot change without good contact with newcomers.” (Respondent 12 - Employee) 

Moreover, the Welcome App remained critical about the impact they make on the lives of newcomers 

with their digital application.  

 “It is quite indirectly the impact we make, because in the end the big difference must come that 

 people develop things in all those organizations and activities.” (Respondent 11 - Employee) 
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Secondly, the application serves as an event organizer. According to the organization, their main task is 

to demonstrate to newcomers that some organizations and initiatives have something to offer. By doing 

so, the Welcome organization ensures that the situation for newcomers does not appear hopeless and 

encourages them to feel welcome in the Netherlands. This is made clear in the following statement. 

 “I can well imagine that if you do not feel completely at home yet, but you know that people do 

 their best to make you feel at home, then it will work out in the end. It is not hopeless. So, I 

 think that is hopeless to take away, by showing off look what's out there for you guys. You are 

 welcome. There are these, these, this organization that want to work for you. That is the most 

 important thing, removing the hopeless.” (Respondent 13 – Employee)  

Furthermore, the organization provides activities for newcomers, in an attempt to encourage Dutch 

citizens to interact with newcomers and gain positive experiences with them. These social gatherings 

contribute to changing the negative images of newcomers that many Dutch people have because they 

show people more similarities than differences. This may increase Dutch citizens' willingness to assist 

newcomers. As a result, the application can be viewed as a tool that encourages social gatherings, which 

can indirectly lead to a reduction in the negative image of newcomers. This idea emerged from the 

following statement.  

 “We offer a piece of the puzzle and (...) we do everything we can to make people see more 

 similarities than differences. I think once we can get across that there's a lot more in common 

 than differences, then people won't be so negative and are well willing to help them.” 

 (Respondent 13 – Employee) 

Currently, the application can distinguish between different categories of activities that can be 

participated in, which became clear of the executive summary 2021- 2022 of the Welcome App. The 

categories are language, sports & health, Dutch culture, family & kids, lunch & dinner, music, art, 

drinks, workshop, program, training, education, and company meeting. The organization itself also 

organizes a monthly activity, called ‘Be Welcome Meet Up’. Due to the current situation (Covid-19 

pandemic) most activities are online, but this was not the case before the pandemic started. 

 Thirdly, the application serves as a bridge for other initiatives and organizations that want to 

contribute to the integration of newcomers. This is because the Welcome application wants to serve as 

a platform where all initiatives for newcomers can be shared. If everything related to integration in the 

Netherlands can be found on a single platform, this will provide clarity for newcomers. This is also 

evident from the following statement. 

 “(...) a platform for all those people that really miss the connection with the communities (…) 

 need a helping hand or at least need an access or overview to take the next step.  You are new, 

 you download that app (...) it immediately sees where you live, which city it is.  You get an 

 overview of these organizations are there for, here you can find your information, here you 



56 

 

 can learn the language, here you can find these companies, work.” (Respondent 11- 

 Employee) 

In addition, collaborations between different initiatives and organizations are beneficial for newcomers 

because it allows them to form a connection that may lead to work in the future. Furthermore, the 

majority of newcomers indicated that they would like to see a list of job openings. The statement of 

respondent 3 emphasizes this idea even more. 

 “I saw in Aleppo, on a multiple level there was a lot connection between refugees and 

 organizations that are in Aleppo, but I was surprised to see that this advantage is not present in 

 the Netherlands. For example, it would be very good idea if the COA make a link with the 

 organizations here. For the volunteers and people who have a lot of free time, they can do 

 something meaningful with their lives, they can help people with their lives.” (Respondent 3) 

This need of newcomers opens up opportunities for the Welcome App, as well as for other initiatives. 

As explained in earlier sections, employees of the Welcome App understand that finding work is a 

critical goal for newcomers. As a result, the organization intends to include a job board in the application 

in the future.  

 Overall, the Welcome App aims to aid refugee integration through its three primary 

responsibilities. They do this mostly by demonstrating the possibilities for newcomers to create a new 

life that is similar to their prior one. 

4.4.2 Theoretical reflection 

According to the theory, the Welcome App can be perceived as a form of social media. This is possible 

because the application satisfies the social media requirements established by Boyd and Ellison (2007). 

The first requirement was to create a public or semi-public profile within the confines of a bounded 

system. The Welcome App meets this requirement because everyone can create their profile in a system 

that works the same way for everyone. Furthermore, by using the app's handshake function, any 

application user can view a list of shared connections. This option fulfils the second and third 

requirement of social media by focusing on an articulated list of other users that anyone can see (Boyd 

& Ellison, 2007). 

 Furthermore, the theoretical framework demonstrated that digital platforms could aid in the 

integration of newcomers through the various functions they provide (Dekker & Engbersen, 2014; 

Alencar, 2017; Dekker et al., 2018). One of the features provided by these platforms is the ability to 

receive information based on personal experiences (Dekker et al., 2018) and to come into contact with 

others (Dekker & Engbersen, 2014). Newcomers can obtain this personal information from locals by 

using the chat function and asking questions in the Welcome application. This information, according 

to the data, helped newcomers in learning more about the country and functions as an opportunity to 

meet new people and make new friends. Finally, the organization attempts to counteract the lack of 
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consistent information about integration and which technologies are being used to support them 

(Alencar, 2017; Aléncar, & Tsagkroni, 2019; Benton & Glennie, 2016; Fisher, 2018). This is 

accomplished by providing an application that contains all information about rights, citizenship, and 

local migrant support services, which is the overall goal of the Welcome app. (Welcome App, n.d.).  

4.5 Summary 

This section provides an overview of the findings that emerged during this research. The results are 

divided into four categories: integration, sense of home, voice and participation, and digital application. 

Firstly, the personal stories of newcomers provided insight into how they experience integration into 

Dutch society. According to the findings, the most important elements of integration are a sense of 

safety, learning the language, making friends, and finding work. Subsequently, both newcomers and 

Welcome App employees argue that speaking the Dutch language, having friends, and having a job are 

also the most important factors for feeling at home. However, newcomers stated that obtaining a 

residence permit and feeling accepted are also important factors in establishing a sense of home. Next, 

the findings showed that newcomers are very positive about the application but would like to make 

adjustments by also showing their criticism. The most important finding is that the Welcome App should 

pay more attention to the needs for various activities, that have the ability to change the lives of 

newcomers.  

 Furthermore, newcomers play two important roles in the Welcome application, which are taking 

the initiative to speak with locals to practice the language and providing feedback to the Welcome App 

to gain insight into the needs for the types of activities. Finally, the data revealed three distinct roles of 

the Welcome App, which are serving as a social media platform, event organizer, and as a bridge for 

other initiatives. In conclusion, the findings of this research demonstrate that the Welcome App can help 

newcomers feel at ease since it provides opportunities to facilitate the aspects needed in order to develop 

a sense of home. 
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5. Conclusion 

The previous chapters provided an overview of the Welcome App's activities, as well as several 

challenges and opportunities that arise as a result of their efforts, all of which aid in the integration of 

newcomers. In addition, several factors that lead to a sense of home were explored in the empirical 

chapter. Overall, the findings ensured that the main- and sub-questions that have guided this research 

can be answered. The three sub-questions will be addressed first in order to formulate a comprehensive 

answer to the main research question. 

5.1 Answering the sub-questions  

1. How do the Syrian newcomers experience their integration process and what role does 

the Welcome App play in this process? 

 

This research reveals the distinct characteristics of the integration process for newcomers in the 

Netherlands. Firstly, newcomers stated that they were made to feel very welcome and treated with 

respect when they arrived in the Netherlands. After their arrival, newcomers were required to apply for 

asylum in Ter Apel. Subsequently, they were moved to an asylum seeker center to await their residence 

permit after completing the request and numerous questionnaires. Some newcomers had to wait for an 

extended period of time in the center, which made them feel very insecure. Furthermore, most 

newcomers found this period difficult due to a lack of privacy and a slew of rules that they were required 

to follow. Finally, newcomers were unable to work or study until they received their residence permit, 

giving them the impression that their lives had come to a halt. Despite this, newcomers were able to 

learn the basics of the Dutch language through free classes held at the asylum seeker center, but the 

conditions were not good enough to continue studying the language.  

 According to the interviews, newcomers have a positive attitude towards the Dutch culture. 

Newcomers argue that citizens in the Netherlands have a lot of freedom in their actions and statements 

and that Dutch people are straightforward and structured. The data reveals that these aspects are 

appealing to the vast majority of newcomers. Furthermore, newcomers indicate that they feel safe in the 

Netherlands because they encounter no racism. Aside from their positive attitude toward Dutch culture, 

newcomers believe it is crucial to integrate into the Dutch culture. Furthermore, they indicate that 

establishing a sense of safety, learning the language, making friends, and finding work are the most 

important aspects of integration. This is consistent with Ager and Strang's (2008) Integration 

Framework, which states that those aspects serve as indicators of integration. However, interviews 

revealed that newcomers struggled with these aspects. Due to the current situation (the Covid-19 

pandemic), all public spaces have been closed, and all coordinated events have been moved online, 

making it more difficult to meet people and learn the language. Moreover, problems with the revaluation 
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of diplomas obtained by newcomers from Syria make it difficult to find jobs similar to what they did 

before they fled to the Netherlands. 

 Finally, this research revealed three different roles that the Welcome App has during the 

integration process of newcomers. Firstly, they serve as social media platform that provides an overview 

of all the opportunities available to newcomers, such as work, language learning, and meeting new 

people. Secondly, the organization serve as event organizer. By providing a variety of events where 

locals can interact with newcomers and see more commonalities than differences. Ultimately, this can 

change the population's attitude of newcomers and may increase the willingness of locals to assist 

newcomers, which is helpful for the integration process. Thirdly, the Welcome App serve as a bridge 

for other organizations and initiatives that wish to help newcomers integrate. All initiatives for 

newcomers can be shared in the Welcome application, providing clarity for newcomers during their 

integration process. In conclusion, the Welcome App contributes to the integration process of 

newcomers through their three distinct functions: serving as a social media platform, event organizer 

and bridge for other organizations.  

 

2. What does the feeling of home entail, according to Syrian newcomers?  

 

To answer this sub-question, newcomers and Welcome App employees were asked to describe what 

they consider a sense of home. According to the empirical data, feeling at home means something 

different for everyone, but there are several similarities. For example, both newcomers and Welcome 

App employees argue that speaking the language, making friends, and having a job that is comparable 

to newcomer’s previous achievement are the most important factors for the development of a sense of 

home. Firstly, speaking the language of their new home country facilitates communication with Dutch 

people, which makes them feel like one of them. Furthermore, speaking the same language simplifies 

the formation of friendships, which is also an important component of feeling at home. Making friends 

allows newcomers to learn more about the country and to understand Dutch citizens and society better. 

Additionally, having friends, a network, or a romantic partner provides stability, which leads to a feeling 

of home. Taylor (2009) agrees and elaborates on this in his article using his concept of the relational 

home. Finally, having a job is important for newcomers to feel at home because it provides financial 

benefits which gives a sense of safety and independence. Furthermore, getting a career helps newcomers 

to contribute to society while also enhancing their self-confidence. However, the newcomer’s profession 

must be similar to their previous work experience. This is also evident in Dudley’s (2011) article, in 

which he mentions that newcomers must engage in productive and familiar activities, as well as be 

provided with items from their past, in order to foster a sense of home.  

 According to newcomers, two more factors can contribute to a sense of home. These are 

obtaining a residence permit and feeling accepted. Obtaining a residence permit will remove the 
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newcomer’s uncertainty and can ensure that he or she is accepted in the new country and can start 

building a new life. Moreover, newcomers do not wish to be perceived as a different class of citizen. 

Finally, these factors appear to be related to a sense of belonging, which is an important factor in 

achieving a sense of home. Belonging refers to a sense of respect and shared values that include 

diversity, difference, and one’s own identity in this setting (Ager & Strang, 2008). 

 In sum, the feeling of home depends on several elements. The most important factors are 

obtaining a residence permit, learning the language, finding a job, making friends, and feeling accepted. 

However, not all of the elements will apply to every newcomer, and some will be more or less important 

depending on the individual. This is related to people’s emotions and feelings (Anthias, 2009; Wang, 

2016; Wiles, 2008) and the social context in which people live (Parsell, 2012). In conclusion, newcomers 

argue that it remains difficult for them to feel completely at home because they would never feel like 

real Dutch citizens, like those born in the Netherlands.  

 
3. How do newcomers engage with the content and functioning of the Welcome App? 

 

The empirical findings of this research show that the newcomers are divided about the content and 

functioning of the Welcome App. Some newcomers claim that the application can help them integrate 

into Dutch society because it offers them the opportunity to meet new people and to participate in 

activities for building a new life. Aside from the activities provided by the Welcome App, the findings 

reveal that newcomers are excited about the application’s ability to ask questions, since it enables to 

them to start a conversation with a Dutch person. Furthermore, newcomers state that activities are well-

organized, fun, and educational to participate in and that the application is very user-friendly. Finally, 

newcomers indicate that they are pleased with the existence of the Welcome App because they do not 

know any other organization that provides the same services as this application does. 

 However, other newcomers claim that the application only provides activities for fun and 

entertainment and as a result, it does not have really an impact on newcomers’ lives, in the way that 

finding work would. Furthermore, the newcomers indicate additional reasons why the Welcome App 

should pay closer attention to the types of activities that are offered. According to the newcomers, the 

majority of the activities are organized in Amsterdam and appeal to certain people who were more 

conversant in the language. Additionally, due to the current state of affairs (Covid-19 pandemic), the 

majority of activities are conducted online, which is a reason for newcomers to not participate. 

Additionally, newcomers showed their criticism about the operation of the application. Some of them 

claim that they do not always receive answers to their questions or notifications about the activities for 

which they signed up. Besides, they claim that the titles and information of activities are sometimes 

ambiguous and that after registering for activities, they have to wait a long time for a response with 

additional information.  
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 Finally, the findings revealed the various roles that newcomers have in the application. 

According to the findings, the newcomers have two distinct roles in the application. The first role is to 

take initiative to speak with locals by enrolling for activities or asking questions in order to practice the 

language and share their stories. By sharing their stories, locals see more similarities than differences, 

which can result in a more positive attitude towards newcomers and an increase in locals’ willingness 

to assist them. Secondly, the activities available in the application are determined by the needs of 

newcomers, so it is critical that newcomers provide feedback on the activities in order for them to be as 

useful as possible.  

 In conclusion, since the newcomers have an important role in the application, and participation 

from locals and newcomers is critical in this space, the application can be viewed as a participatory 

space (Gaventa, 2006). The Welcome application, in particular, is viewed as a created space, which is 

an example of a participatory space, because it was created by people with less power. Furthermore, 

there is the opportunity for newcomers to help define and shape the application, which makes it look 

more like an invited space. However, an invited space is created by more powerful actors, which is not 

the case at Welcome App. 

 

4. How can the Welcome App contribute to the development of the newcomers’ sense of 

home and what is it currently doing about it? 

 

As previously stated, the Welcome App provides an overview of all activities available to newcomers 

that can help them build a new life in their application. Currently, several categories are used in the 

application to differentiate the activities. The categories are language, sports & health, Dutch culture, 

family & kids, lunch & dinner, music, art, drinks, workshop, program, training, education, and company 

meeting. Moreover, the Welcome App hosts a monthly activity called ‘Be Welcome Meet Up’, which 

has a different theme each month. Because of the current situation (Covid-19 pandemic), the majority 

of activities are conducted online, which was not the case before the pandemic began. Furthermore, the 

application provides access to a variety of organizations through internships and traineeships, as well as 

a community where locals and newcomers can interact and ask questions. By providing these various 

services, the Welcome App hopes to avoid making newcomers feel hopeless and to demonstrate that 

some organizations and initiatives can help them. In addition, the ability to receive information based 

on personal experiences (Dekker et al., 2018) and connect with new people (Dekker & Engbersen, 2014) 

are the primary reasons why digital platforms can aid in integration.  

 According to the data, newcomers identified two specific opportunities for investment for the 

Welcome App that can help them establish a sense of home. Firstly, the opportunity for newcomers to 

find a job through the application. Previous research indicates that the majority of newcomers do not 

find work through the Welcome App, even though it plays an important role in feeling at home. In 
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essence, the organization can contribute to the development of a sense of home if they make it possible 

for newcomers to find work through the application. They can accomplish this by, for example, forming 

more partnerships with municipalities and businesses that are willing to work with newcomers.  

 Secondly, there is the opportunity to create a network and make friends within the application. 

Nowadays, newcomers believe that they are sometimes perceived as second-class citizens which makes 

it difficult for them to make friends. This is because locals are unaware of what newcomers want, what 

their background is, and how they can best served, while it remains critical for the newcomer to be 

accepted by society and not perceived as separate citizens from the rest. If the application encourages 

more similarities than differences between locals and newcomers, allowing newcomers to network and 

make friends easier, the organization will be able to contribute more to the development of a sense of 

home for newcomers.  

5.2 Answering the main question 

How does the Welcome App contribute to the sense of home among Syrian newcomers, age 18 to 

40, and what is the role of the newcomers in the functioning of the application? 

 

This research demonstrates the potential of the Welcome App’s digital application in the development 

of newcomers’ sense of home. To begin with, this research identifies various elements that are most 

important for newcomers to feel at home. These elements are: learning the language, making friends, 

finding a job, feeling accepted, and obtaining a residence permit. Currently, the Welcome App helps 

Syrian newcomers between the ages of 18 and 40 to feel at home by providing a variety of services that 

play an important role in their integration and development of a sense of home.  

 Firstly, the application serves as a social media by providing an overview of various 

opportunities to learn the language by offering courses, the possibility to ask questions, and the ability 

to find a buddy with whom they can practice the language. Furthermore, a variety of social activities is 

shared on the application, allowing users to practice their language skills with fellow newcomers and 

locals. These activities also provide the opportunity to connect with people and form social bonds (Ager 

& Strang, 2009). Overall, the application’s services have expanded newcomers’ networks, contributing 

to a sense of home (Taylor, 2009). However, the findings revealed that newcomers do not succeed in 

finding an internship, traineeship, or job through the Welcome App, even though this is one of the most 

important factors in the development of a sense of home As a result, the participants remain skeptical of 

the Welcome App’s impact on their lives. 

 Secondly, the Welcome App attempts to make newcomers feel accepted by demonstrating that 

people and organizations are willing to support them with integration. However, it appears that 

developing a feeling of acceptance has to do with activities in daily life. This research reveals that, 

according to newcomers, acceptance implies that there is no racism and that they are treated the same 
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as any other Dutch citizen. This is also linked to obtaining a residence permit, but the Welcome App has 

no control over this. In conclusion, the Welcome App extends the potential of digital media on the 

integration process of newcomers with their application (Alencar, 2017; Dekker & Engbersen, 2014; 

Dekker et al., 2018) by simplifying contact between locals and newcomers and facilitating information 

based on personal experiences. 

 Thirdly, the organization aids in the integration of newcomers by acting as a bridge to all other 

projects and organizations that wish to assist in the integration of newcomers. If everything related to 

integration in the Netherlands can be found on one platform, this will provide clarity for newcomers 

which various scholars argue is essential (Alencar, 2017; Aléncar, & Tsagkroni, 2019; Benton & 

Glennie, 2016; Fisher, 2018).  

 Moreover, this research discovered that providing opportunities to find work through the 

application would be extremely beneficial in increasing the impact of the Welcome App on the lives of 

newcomers and the development of sense of home. The impact of this application can also be increased 

if more activities are included that help in building a social network and learning the language. 

Newcomers indicate a preference for activities where they can meet in person, which is frequently not 

the case due to the current situation (Covid-19 pandemic). In addition, newcomers have other interests, 

such as learning to play an instrument or trying a new sport. If the application offered such options, it 

would indirectly help to foster a sense of home. In conclusion, if more activities are tailored to the 

preferences of newcomers and have a positive impact on their lives, they will more likely to use the 

application, which will aid in the development of a sense of home. Nonetheless, newcomers play an 

important role in the application’s operation themselves. 

 The first role of newcomers is to take initiative to speak with locals through enrolling for 

activities or asking questions in order to practice the language and share their stories. By sharing their 

stories, locals see more similarities than differences, which can result in a more positive attitude towards 

newcomers and an increase in the willingness of locals to assist them. Secondly, the activities available 

in the application are determined by the needs of newcomers, so it is critical that newcomers provide 

feedback on the activities in order for them to be as useful as possible. 

 In conclusion, newcomers can voluntarily participate in the Welcome App, which allows them 

to choose which types of assistance they want to receive. However, the application can only successfully 

contribute to newcomers’ integration and development of a sense of home if the organization 

understands what newcomers require to support this and if they make sure newcomers’ voices are heard. 

Because this is the first time that the contribution of Welcome App’s application towards a newcomer’s 

sense of home has been examined, the organization has obtained a deeper understanding of newcomers’ 

needs of in creating a sense of home.  
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5.3 Limitations 

During the execution of this research, various limitations have occurred. Because they may have 

influenced the findings, the limitations of this research must be highlighted.  The first limitation concerns 

the newcomers’ inability to communicate fluently in either Dutch or English. Subsequently, my position 

in the research has also limited the research. A third limitation is the fact that a sense of home is related 

to people’s emotions and feelings. Finally, there is a limitation in the data collection for this research. 

The following paragraphs elaborate more on these limitations.  

 First of all, it is important to note that the majority of the data is based on interviews with 

newcomers in the Netherlands that use the Welcome App. Because some of them did not speak Dutch 

or English very well, these conversations were brief, and it is possible that some information about a 

sense of home was lost due to a different interpretation. Furthermore, only ten Syrian newcomers who 

use the app were interviewed out of all the application users. Therefore, the results might have been 

different if other Syrian newcomers had been interviewed. However, theoretical saturation determined 

the number of interviews, making it a good sample for the relevant target group (Bryman, 2016). 

 Secondly, the reader should keep my position in this research in mind. As I described in the 

methodological approach chapter, this research was conducted from my perspective as a researcher. 

This means that my origin, education, and thus positionality had an unavoidable influence on this 

research. Despite my efforts to actively position myself as an ‘engaged researcher’ some practices or 

ideas may have slipped past me. Because I do not know what it is like to flee your country and find a 

new home, it is possible that some practices are more valuable to newcomers and I perceived them as 

‘normal’. 

 Thirdly, examining the impact of the Welcome App on the lives of newcomers and their 

development of a sense of home remains difficult. This is because other factors outside of the Welcome 

App’s capabilities may also have an impact on this feeling. Furthermore, a sense of home is related to 

people’s emotions and feelings (Anthias, 2009; Wang, 2016; Wiles, 2008). This means that the concept 

of ‘home’ is socially constructed, shaped by various factors (Easthope, 2004), and concerns the social 

context of people’s lives (Parsell, 2012). This makes it more difficult to examine because it is necessary 

to interpret a person’s feelings.  

 Lastly, it is critical to emphasize that this ethnographic research data collection consists solely 

of interviews and document analysis. However, observations are also a significant part of ethnographic 

research, according to Ybema et al. (2009). Because of the Covid-19 pandemic, on-site observations 

were not possible, and thus all data was obtained through online tools. As a result, it is possible that 

important information was overlooked because this data collection method could have yielded insights 

that differed from the methods currently used in this research. However, data triangulation was used in 
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this case study through interviewing, analyzing documents, observing meetings, and reading literature 

to ensure that this research provided the most complete picture possible. 

 Despite the aforementioned limitations, I believe in the added value of this research to the 

Welcome App and the research field because it provides insight into various aspects of a sense of home 

as well as the added value of the digital application in integration processes, which has not been explored 

before.  

5.4 Recommendations  

To conclude this thesis, future research possibilities will be outlined. Firstly, it is recommended to 

examine the perspectives on a sense of home among newcomers who scarcely used or stopped using the 

Welcome App. Secondly, it is suggested that more research should be conducted to determine why 

newcomers have difficulty finding work and making friends. Finally, conducting a follow-up study will 

be proposed in which the concepts of home and a sense of belonging are explored in-depth. The 

paragraphs that follow go into greater detail about these recommendations. 

 Firstly, as stated in the limitations, ten Syrian newcomers who use the application have been 

interviewed. Given that these findings emerged in a specific context, additional research into what a 

sense of home entails, including newcomers who have scarcely used or stopped using the Welcome 

App, is recommended. This enables the organization to gain insight into all perspectives of newcomers 

connected to the Welcome application, which is critical for future improvements of the application, 

especially since the organization wishes to reach all newcomers. Furthermore, it is critical for the 

organization to know if those newcomers have any other thoughts about the application’s contribution 

to their development of a sense of home, as the findings of this research indicate that it is crucial for the 

Welcome App to be aware of all needs in order to assist newcomers in the best possible way. 

Additionally, the needs of newcomers from other countries may differ. As a result, it is critical to 

consider the differences, because, according to Dudley (2001), a newcomer’s background can influence 

their ideas of what make a home. Therefore, it is important that newcomers from different backgrounds 

are included in further research. Finally, further research into the needs of newcomers from various 

countries will deepen the overall understanding of how the Welcome App can contribute to the 

integration process and can let newcomers feel at home. 

 Secondly, this research discovered that finding a job and making friends are two of the most 

important factors in the development of a sense of home. However, it has been discovered that this is 

frequently difficult for newcomers. Further research into why this is difficult would be interesting and 

important for the Welcome App as well as the research field. This may provide insight into the various 

reasons why newcomers struggle with this and how these issues can be resolved. In addition, it enables 

the Welcome organization, and possibly other initiatives as well, to respond to this. Furthermore, this 
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knowledge can ultimately contribute to a better integration process in the future. However, without this 

understanding, it is possible that the same problems will continue occurring.   

 Lastly, the findings of this research and earlier studies indicated that the sense of belonging is 

intrinsically related to a sense of home (Hagerty et al., 1992; Fozdar & Hartley, 2013; Verkuyten, 2016). 

As indicated in the theoretical framework, the sense of belonging plays also an important role in feeling 

at home. Furthermore, it includes several components related to integration such as inclusion and 

participation (Anthias, 2009). Therefore, a follow-up study  is suggested in which the concepts of home 

and sense of belonging are explored in-depth.  

 Overall, these suggestions will benefit not only the Welcome App, but society as a whole. All 

of the suggestions contribute to a better understanding of what newcomers require for their integration 

process and the development of a sense of home. This ensures that every individual or organization can 

use these new insights to help newcomers with their integration.  
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