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Abstract
In an increasingly hostile environment for refugees in the UK and the “everyday bordering” that creates exclusionary
effects for refugees and migrants, this article examines how refugee women of diverse backgrounds enact resistance prac‐
tices through volunteering to challenge everyday microaggressions and social exclusion. We draw on in‐depth qualitative
research with members of a support group for refugee women established by a local charity in England. We find that the
support group not only allows the refugee women to foster a strong sense of solidarity in the face of everyday microag‐
gressions; it also facilitates the women’s volunteering activities in the local community. Applying the concept of “differ‐
entiated embedding,” we argue that such activities enable these women to build wider social connections and skills for
future employment and, crucially, develop emotional and linguistic resources to critique dominant exclusionary discourses
and policies towards refugees through the idea of “contribution” and “giving back.” In so doing, we contribute to renewed
interest in the concept of integration to highlight the agency of refugee women in creating differentiated embedding in a
hostile environment.
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1. Introduction

In an increasingly hostile environment for refugees in
the UK and the “everyday bordering” (Yuval‐Davis et al.,
2018) that creates exclusionary effects for refugees and
migrants, this article examines how refugee women of
diverse backgrounds (in terms of countries of origin,
language, age, religion, immigration status) enact resis‐
tance practices through volunteering to challenge every‐
day microaggressions and perceptions of refugees as a
threat. While recent data suggests a softening of anti‐
immigrant attitudes in the UK since Brexit (Blinder &
Richards, 2020), the issue remains politically contentious
(Ford & Lymperopoulou, 2017; Rutter & Carter, 2018).
Analysis of a Twitter “conversation” about migration

among non‐elite users, occurring in temporal proxim‐
ity to the lifting of transitional controls on Romanian
and Bulgarian migrants in the UK, highlighted concerns
about immigrants’ moral worth and anxiety about the
impact of immigration on national space and culture,
confirming findings in scholarship that draws on sur‐
vey data to investigate British attitudes to immigra‐
tion (Shah & Ogden, 2021). However, this analysis also
revealed pro‐immigration attitudes amongst non‐elite
users that drew on multiple and sometimes contradic‐
tory values (Shah & Ogden, 2021). Within this contested
terrain, anti‐immigrant discourses remain dominant on
Twitter (and elsewhere). Media images of large groups
of refugees crossing a body of water or land have the
effect of positioning refugees as an economic, security,
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and cultural threat and generate moral panic among the
public (Cooper et al., 2021; KhosraviNik, 2010). Further,
the categories “refugees” and “asylum seekers” are fre‐
quently conflated with the categories “immigrants” and
“migrants” in the media (Philo et al., 2013). In the last
few years, UK newspaper headlines have been dom‐
inated with stories about the number of small boat
crossings of the Channel by migrants, active plans to
offshore asylum processing to Rwanda, and the gen‐
eral questioning of the legitimacy of asylum seekers.
Moreover, explicit anti‐refugee sentiments have been
advanced by leading British politicians, shaping the tone
of public debate. For example, Albanian asylum seekers
have been singled out as illegitimate, even criminal.
The current British Prime Minister, Rishi Sunak, high‐
lighted the rate of rejection of Albanian asylum seek‐
ers as “just” 45%, saying “the vast majority of claims
from Albania can simply be declared clearly unfounded”
(Sunak, 2022). Similarly, current Home Secretary Suella
Braverman referred to the arrival of asylum seekers as an
“invasion on our southern coast,” and asserted that they
are coming “illegally…taking advantage of our generos‐
ity, abusing our laws and being accommodated free of
charge” (Braverman, 2022). Ongoing demonization and
mediatisation of refugees and asylum seekers creates a
“hostile environment,” which is compounded by the UK’s
immigration policies and citizenship regimes.

Yuval‐Davis et al. (2018) argue that successive immi‐
gration acts in the UK, and especially the 2014 and 2016
Immigration Acts, have extended “everyday bordering,”
the practice of differentiating between “us” and “them,”
by criminalising employees of banks, health services, and
private landlords who fail to enforce existing immigra‐
tion laws. This “everyday/everywhere bordering technol‐
ogy” creates a hostile environment not only for irregu‐
lar migrants but also for other migrants and racialised
minority groups, thus undermining social and political
solidarity (Yuval‐Davis et al., 2018). This has been fur‐
ther extended by the 2022 Immigration and Borders Act,
which includes the introduction of a two‐tier system for
refugees that penalizes some of them by limiting their
rights and the protection afforded to them on the basis
of their mode of arrival in the UK. The ensuing hos‐
tile environment is linked to the growing “autochthonic
populist politic of belonging in the UK and elsewhere”
(Yuval‐Davis et al., 2018, p. 241) and to a neoliberal con‐
struction of citizenship and access to social and political
rights (Turner, 2014).

Within this hostile environment and the prevalence
of citizenship regimes that require displays of cultural
competencies such as language and knowledge of British
values, as well as a self‐reliant entrepreneurial self
(Turner, 2014), how do refugee women foster belong‐
ing and attachment in their new homes? Integration
is the concept most commonly applied to the con‐
sideration of migrants’ adaptation and incorpora‐
tion into the receiving societies in which they reside.
It assumes that migrants constitute an alien element

(Grzymala‐Kazlowska & Phillimore, 2018, p. 186) that
will require the adoption of practices to move towards
structural and cultural similarity with the host society
over time. Although comprehensive multidimensional
frameworks for integration have been advanced (most
notably by Ager & Strang, 2008), in policy and practice
the emphasis has been on more structural and func‐
tional aspects such as employment, education, language,
housing, and health—which are seen to signify success‐
ful integration rather than more experiential notions of
welcome and attachment (Phillimore & Goodson, 2008).
Furthermore, conceptions of integration have been con‐
tested for being too linear and unidirectional, suggest‐
ing an achieved endpoint and permanent settlement
in one country, as well as assuming a homogenous,
monocultural receiving society in which to integrate
(Grzymala‐Kazlowska & Phillimore, 2018). Following
these arguments then, we draw on the concept of “dif‐
ferentiated embedding” (Mulholland&Ryan, 2022; Ryan
& Mulholland, 2015) that highlights a more nuanced,
processual account of migrants’ attachments and par‐
ticipation in the receiving society. Mulholland and Ryan
(2022, p. 5) define embedding “as dynamic and contin‐
gent social practices through which migrants develop,
maintain or withdraw relations and attachments both in
and across time and space.” The differentiated aspect
recognises that “migrants negotiate attachments and
belonging to varied degrees in different social and struc‐
tural settings” (Ryan, 2018, p. 235).

By applying the framework of differentiated embed‐
ding, we demonstrate how for refugee women, despite
experiencing the exclusionary effects of microaggres‐
sions in everyday life and thus lack of embedding at the
local level, participation in a support group enables them
to foster a strong sense of solidarity and establish rela‐
tional embedding. This relational embedding facilitates
the women’s volunteering activities in the local commu‐
nity and, therefore, civic embedding, and also a degree
of economic embedding and wider relational embed‐
ding. Embedding in these domains enables the women
to demonstrate that they are “good immigrants” (Hackl,
2022): prepared to become entrepreneurial selves who
will eventually contribute economically through employ‐
ment, thereby meeting the requirements of neoliberal
citizenship regimes, and being civic‐minded and publicly
engaged, thereby contributing to the public good (Yap
et al., 2011). But they also acquire the emotional and
linguistic resources to resist dominant exclusionary dis‐
courses about refugees through the idea of “contribu‐
tion” and “giving back,” and critique the state’s failure
to provide a conducive environment for processes of
embedding for refugees.

Literature on the volunteering experiences of
refugees and migrants is limited; primarily focused on
the functional benefits for integration, and often consid‐
ered in its role for progression to employment, particu‐
larly in the context of the labourmarket barriers refugees
face (de Jong, 2019; Khvorostianov & Remennick, 2017;
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Tomlinson, 2010; Yap et al., 2011). Only a few studies
focus on refugees’ volunteering in the context of politics
and civic life (Vickers, 2016; Yap et al., 2011). We view
refugee women’s volunteering as practices of negoti‐
ation, adaptation, and/or resistance that both accom‐
modate neoliberal citizenship regimes and contest the
hostile environment. We argue that such practices lead
to a “critical incorporation” (Shah, 2012) rather than
an uncritical emphasis on adaptation and integration
into their new home. By highlighting the agency of
refugee women in creating opportunities for embed‐
ding that leads to critical incorporation in a hostile envi‐
ronment, we contribute to renewed interest in rethink‐
ing the concept of integration (Grzymala‐Kazlowska &
Phillimore, 2018).

In the following sections, we first expand on
Mulholland and Ryan’s (2022) concept of “differenti‐
ated embedding.” This is followed by a discussion of our
methodology and findings that explore different aspects
of thewomen’s embedding practices.We endwith a con‐
clusion that draws out the implications of these findings
in terms of viewing volunteering as a resistance practice
to fight microaggression and exclusion, and the contribu‐
tion differentiated embedding can offer to further our
understanding of processes of integration for refugees.

2. Theoretical Framing

A number of concepts have been developed to capture
processes of migrants’ adaptation and building attach‐
ment, such as integration (Ager & Strang, 2008), social
anchoring (Grzymala‐Kazlowska, 2016), and belonging
or feeling “at home” (Yuval‐Davis, 2006). We draw on
the concept of embedding (Ryan & Mulholland, 2015),
and particularly differentiated embedding (Mulholland
& Ryan, 2022; Ryan, 2018), to examine refugee women’s
experiences of microaggressions and the strategies and
responses they adopt to negotiate and resist the ensu‐
ing exclusionary effects. The concept of differentiated
embedding enables us to explore the circularity of the
process: A lack of embedding resulting from discrimi‐
natory and exclusionary encounters in everyday public
interactions propels the refugee women into new local‐
ized spaces of inclusion, attachment, and participation
from where they can challenge this hostility and poten‐
tially cultivate a wider sense of belonging. Ryan and
Mulholland (2015) use the term “embedding” rather
than embeddedness (Granovetter, 1985) to emphasize
dynamic, ongoing , and multidimensional processes in
migrant belonging and attachment over time and space.
They define embedding as “a means of explaining the
process through which social actors connect to and inter‐
act with a multiplicity of social, economic and politi‐
cal structures through various social relationships/social
networks” (Ryan & Mulholland, 2015, p. 142). While
social relations are important in processes of embed‐
ding, so is the “socio‐economic, cultural and physical
particularities of the local areas in which [migrants] live

and work” (Ryan & Mulholland, 2015, p. 139), which
structure the opportunities and resources migrants can
draw on to create new ties and belonging. Embedding
focuses on the subjective perceptions of the migrants
themselves through their accounts of their lived experi‐
ences, rather than being assessed externally by a set of
supposedlymeasurable outcomes, as has been a critique
of the application of the concept of integration in prac‐
tice (Grzymala‐Kazlowska & Phillimore, 2018).

Further, Ryan and Mulholland (2015, p. 150) note
that migrants can be embedded in different domains,
can be embedded in one domain but not others, and
that there can be different depths of embeddedness
across various domains. More recently, Ryan (2018)
and Mulholland and Ryan (2022) have developed the
concept of “differentiated embedding” to acknowledge
that embedding trajectories are not only shaped by
opportunities and resources in a given material con‐
text, but also by the intersections of ethnicity, class,
gender or religion, which “influence motivations, oppor‐
tunities and obstacles for embedding” (Mulholland &
Ryan, 2022, p. 5). Other scholars have applied the con‐
cept of embedding to understand the experiences of
single‐nationality refugee groups in the UK, e.g., consid‐
ering the influence of varying immigration entry routes
and positionality shaping co‐national relational embed‐
ding for Syrians (Speed et al., 2021) and differential
labour market experiences and fragmented community
organisation formation for Vietnamese (Barber, 2021).
We extend this application to a multi‐national collective
of refugee women which fosters solidarity and a shared
experience of deep relational embedding, enabling fur‐
ther relational, economic, and civic embedding through
the practice of volunteering. Therefore, we demonstrate
how the dynamism of embedding trajectories in differ‐
ent domains are linked.

3. Methodology

This article draws on research carried out by the first
author in 2019 with members of a women’s support
group based at a charity providing services for refugees,
asylum seekers, and vulnerable migrants, in a city in
the south of England. The study looked at how support
groups affect the way refugees experience belonging in
the UK.

The support group was founded almost 20 years ago
by a refugeewoman to build social connections and offer
other women like her opportunities to get involved in
varied activities. These include: weekly English and exer‐
cise classes; workshops and courses on topics such as
health, domestic abuse, female genital mutilation, legal
rights, food hygiene, employability; cultural sharing ses‐
sions; skill development such as art and cooking; vol‐
unteer opportunities; and participation in community
events and projects with external organisations. They
can also access advice and advocacy and counselling sup‐
port from the charity staff.
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The support group, which meets several times a
week, had an overall membership of 56 women in 2019
(although not all attend every week), who originate from
a range of countries and ethnic groups. The group is also
diverse in terms of age (22–65 years), length of time
resident in the UK, religion (the largest proportion are
Muslim), immigration status, support needs, and length
of membership of the group.

Access to the group was achieved through the
first author’s previous professional relations established
through working in the refugee sector. This gave her
familiarity with the research setting, but she recognizes
her distance as a British (since birth) white woman with
the advantages afforded by her privilege and secure
citizenship status. Whilst being wary of the resultant
power asymmetries, social difference may also offer
the prospect of generating rich insight into experiences
because participants may articulate more clearly their
perspectives when the researcher is assumed to have
less knowledge as an “outsider” (Miller & Glassner,
2004, p. 132).

Ten women were involved in the study, and all vol‐
unteered to participate following an initial information
session about the research. There were no incentives for
participation. They came from Afghanistan, Iraq, Turkey,
the Democratic Republic of Congo, Sudan, Bangladesh,
Algeria, and the Caribbean. All the study participants
were regular attendees and long‐standing members of
the group (membership ranging from two to 14 years),
and all were able to speak sufficient English to conduct
an interviewwithout an interpreter. Seven of thewomen
took part in in‐depth semi‐structured interviews, and
five of the women took part in a focus group (two of
thewomenwere involved in both). Additionally, two staff
members, the group coordinator and her manager, were
interviewed to gain their perspectives and triangulate
the women’s accounts.

Interviews lasted between 47–76 minutes and were
conducted at a location selected by the participant.
The focus group lasted one hour and took place at the
same time as the normal group meeting to enable acces‐
sibility. The interviews and focus group followed similar
questioning; participants were asked about their general
experience of life in the UK and in the city in which they
live (sense of welcome, or not, as migrants), their social
networks in the UK, their experiences of the women’s
support group, and any voluntary or paid work they are
involved with. All the interviews and the focus group
were transcribed and analysed using thematic analysis
(Braun & Clarke, 2013).

4. Findings

4.1. Everyday Microaggressions and Social Exclusion

All the women described experiences of social isolation
in the UK, particularly when they first arrived, due to
unfamiliarity with the country, language barriers, not

knowing where to go for support, cultural differences in
neighbourhood interactions, and very limited social and
familial networks. Many lacked the confidence to ven‐
ture out, staying in the house often for years, as Tehmina
describes: “First time when I came here everything is
strange for me. And you know I was feeling scared, and
I was crying all the time.” A couple of the women men‐
tioned how hard it is in British culture to meet peo‐
ple. Aliyah infers the contrast to practices of socialis‐
ing in her country of origin, where people know each
other in their neighbourhoods through frequent interac‐
tions.Whereas in the UK, she explains, “I can’t find space
from the street [meet people in the local area through
interactions on the street], they don’t [know] me, and
I don’t know them. It is really, err, scary.” This highlights
the acute psychological and emotional challenges faced
by these women in establishing local social connections
through everyday interactions.

Most of the women remembered experiences of
everyday microaggression in the public sphere at some
point (at school, at work, on buses and trains, or in the
street), which added to their feelings of social isolation
and exclusion. For example, Salma recalled having apples
thrown at her in the street in a rural town where she
lived when she first arrived (on account of being black),
and Farida described being racially abused on a train
(on account of being Asian). Prominent in these hostile
encounters were perceptions of refugees and migrants
as inferior, a burden, or a threat. Farida recounted com‐
ments people made to her:

All this people came from other country, and so
now we don’t have a job, they are taking our hous‐
ing….If someone have more than two child, they say:
“Oh that person is having a child to get more bene‐
fit”….Every single day somebody will show you—you
are not us, you are not one of us.

Annabel, the manager at the charity, noted that many
people have felt increasingly anxious following Brexit
and the escalation in hate crimes. Furthermore, she
observed that clients are frequently reluctant to identify
as refugees, and will quickly reject the label once they
have been granted British nationality.

Muslim participants, particularly those wearing the
hijab, experienced microaggression based on their reli‐
gion, for example being called terrorists. During the focus
group, Zania narrated how a white British man on a bus
touched her hijab and asked very publicly why she was
wearing this and that she should take it off to be more
beautiful. He demanded to know where she was from
and why she was in the UK. This left her and her compan‐
ion feeling very scared, particularly as no one on the bus
intervened to support them. The other women agreed
that these experiences create an ongoing sense of anxi‐
ety about leaving the house alone due to fears of being
attacked because they are Muslims. Masira commented:
“Some people, for me—no good. Sometimes when I go
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outside people look at me very angry. Sometimes I am
scared, I don’t go outside, just with my husband.”

Such experiences show a multifaceted interplay of
microaggression and isolation on the basis of intersect‐
ing immigration status, nationality and ethnicity, culture,
gender, and religion, set in the wider political context of
the hostile environment towards refugees and migrants.
These experiences demonstrate the sense of insecurity
and threat/fear that many of the women felt, which can
severely curtail the opportunities for refugee women to
engage in processes of relational embedding at a local
level, as they do not know where to go to meet people
and the public sphere is often not experienced as a space
ofwelcome. It is in this context that thewomenused their
agency to find alternative spaces for relational embed‐
ding, such as the support group for refugee women.

4.2. Fostering Solidarity and Confidence

Participation in the support group enabled these women
to foster a strong sense of solidarity and mutual support:

If there are some people I can meet they are rude
or whatever, I don’t know, I don’t care, because
I have my best people, who like me, and we like each
other….[This] is my family…the women’s group, this
is my home, my second one, because I meet peo‐
ple, sharing experience, talking, helping each other….
Because when you are coming in, the first time, you
are feeling lonely. And when you come to the group,
you are laughing now, you see the happiness. (Amara)

Here Amara describes how the group enables her to over‐
come social isolation and microaggression experienced
at the local level. This echoes a point Tomlinson (2010,
p. 294) makes; exclusion and rejection on account of per‐
ceived difference as refugees in one domain can rein‐
force attachment in another, where this becomes a cri‐
teria for inclusion. In the group, being a refugee/migrant
woman permits entry and becomes a point of shared
experience and togetherness. Almost all participants
described other group members as family, who provide
support and an emotional sense of belonging, particu‐
larly in the context of lacking familial networks in the UK.
Group members relied on each other when they expe‐
rienced problems: They shared advice on parenting in
a different culture, supported those who had difficult
relationships with their husbands, interpreted for those
strugglingwith English, donated household items to each
other, and looked after each other when pregnant, ill,
or depressed. Relationships between the women were
characterised by high levels of trust and reciprocity,
and frequent and intense interactions (Ryan, 2018; Ryan
& Mulholland, 2015), and reveals the highly gendered
dimension of their deep relational embedding.

Further, their relational embedding was generated
across a diversity of positionalities (ethnicity, language,
religion, culture, age, immigration status). The partici‐

pants valued diversity, seeing it as a way to learn from
each other and to share their different ideas, cultures
and experiences in the UK:

This mixed [in the group] is really nice, mixed religion,
mixed—because, okay, I see this thing in my country,
but now I live here, many things is wrong. So many
people is reading news, or looking in paper or TV, and
after you speak…properly [with] people…sometimes
is 50% wrong what you [were] listening before this.
Is making you “doctrinage.” (Nura)

Nura proposes that being exposed to different ideas and
ways of doing things through the group has expanded
her outlook and ability to question dominant doctrines
and discourses that are disseminated. Salma also men‐
tioned how the group avoids the insular stance of
other co‐ethnic community groups she has encoun‐
tered. Khadija, the group coordinator, suggested that
thewomen fostered solidarity as refugeewomendespite
their difference; they understood their situation as
“a global issue” affecting refugees of all national/ethnic
groups. As Vickers (2016) suggests, this collective aware‐
ness and solidarity may enable the formation of a collec‐
tive identity, which may perhaps be seen to contribute
to their confidence and drive to resist microaggressions
and negative discourses, as is discussed later.

Certainly, involvement in the different activities
through the group nurtured confidence among the
women and provided them with the resources and
opportunities to engage in volunteering. The women
related how the group helped build their self‐confidence
and a sense of agency, and, as Aliyah explains, staff and
group members encouraged each other to volunteer:

They keep push me: “No, Aliyah, you are strong, you
need to do this, you need to do that”….We need
somebody to show us the right thing, especially we
are struggle with the language….This is my time,
my freedom, to relax, calm down. And I give and
I work [volunteer].

The charity facilitates volunteering opportunities both
within the group and with external organisations. Within
the group, the women helped coordinate group activi‐
ties, acted as unofficial outreachworkers identifying new
women needing support in the community, and were
involved in voluntary projects such as “pop‐up” cafés
and cooking for different groups of people across the
city. Many of the women also volunteered with exter‐
nal organisations; in local charity shops, other commu‐
nity groups, schools, and a local museum. Mostly these
opportunities were initially arranged through the group
coordinator, but a few women found other volunteer‐
ing positions independently. Such volunteering activities
facilitated relational embedding in the wider commu‐
nity, as well as economic and civic embedding, as we
explore next.
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4.3. Wider Relational Embedding Through Volunteering

Through some volunteering activities the refugee
women’s “difference” was not only accepted but pro‐
moted and shared. The women described their joy in
being able to share aspects of their cultures, most par‐
ticularly their cuisine through the “pop‐up” cafés. Some
women were involved in a volunteer project with a dif‐
ferent organisation offering classes to non‐migrant locals
in Arabic, cooking and needlework. Others volunteered
with a museum sharing their knowledge about tradi‐
tional dress and artifacts from their countries of origin.
Aliyah described being “excited” by how many people
from other places were interested in her culture. These
experiences clearly contrast with the hostile encoun‐
ters participants faced in other contexts, as previously
discussed. It implicitly challenges racism that positions
difference as problematic and unable to belong (Anthias,
2016), because arguably difference here was instrumen‐
talised as an aid to wider relational embedding. Thus,
such activities facilitated a degree of relational embed‐
ding in the local community, and although to a lesser
extent than in the protected space of the support group,
the women were able to achieve a sense of belong‐
ing in local public spaces. Khadija, the group coordina‐
tor, observes:

You can already see the difference, they feel part of
the community, because you go to events and the
ones who are already volunteering in other [organ‐
isations], they know so many people and they are
very recognised, they go and chat to people, or they’ll
say: “Oh, we work together”…and you can already
see that sense of belonging there, like, “this is where
I do volunteering,” you know they were very proud to
be able to be part of that community and to be able
to even do something with non‐immigrants….It is an
enhanced status for them.

Additionally, thewomen facilitated relational embedding
for other refugee and migrant women through their
volunteering practices, such as unofficial/informal out‐
reach work:

[I] let everyone learn there is a group, and this what
you can do, and if you ever need help, to contact
them.…It’s good to let people know who are new to
[the city]…and when they find a group, they feel wel‐
come, a sense of ease, they can talk to somebody.
(Salma)

Though initial relational embedding for new group mem‐
bers will occur in the localised space of the support
group, Salma and other women explicitly identified this
as a measure to counter the social exclusion they know
many refugee women experience.

4.4. Economic Embedding Through Volunteering

In line with findings from other studies (de Jong, 2019;
Tomlinson, 2010; Vickers, 2016; Yap et al., 2011), volun‐
teering was seen as a (potential) route to future paid
employment in the context of the considerable labour
market barriers refugees face. Having an income was
noted as a necessity in being able to live sustainably by
several of the women, and volunteering was understood
as a way to gain UK‐based work experience and refer‐
ences that will increase their employability.

However, several of the women explained that work‐
ing was not, or could not be, their ultimate goal. For
Nura working was an impossibility due to her legal sta‐
tus as an asylum seeker. For several other women, paid
employment was unattainable due to caring responsibil‐
ities, for children and husbands with health problems.
Aliyah explains: “I work volunteer because I can’t work,
because my husband is disabled. I look after him, I look,
and no time to find job, I am so busy. But I am really
happy, I work volunteer everywhere.”

Aliyah was a university graduate and had worked in
a bank prior to becoming a refugee. Her current fam‐
ily circumstances, as well as her previous lack of ade‐
quate English language skills, prevented her from seek‐
ing paid employment. Volunteering allowed her to use
her skills and “energy,” which provided a sense of fulfil‐
ment. As Khvorostianov and Remennick (2017, p. 345)
found, volunteering can provide meaningful activity, in
some ways compensating “for the loss of professional
self.” Volunteering may provide an alternative (or even
only) way to allow a degree of economic embedding in
the context of labourmarket exclusion. Hence, for Aliyah,
Zania, and other women, volunteering enabled them to
resist both their complete economic exclusion as a result
of not engaging in paid employment and the dominant
discourses that paint refugees as scroungers or a burden
on society (Yap et al., 2011), prominent in occurrences of
everyday racism. Zania explains:

We look after ourselves, and now we want to look
after somebody else, we’re helping….Someone ask:
“Why youworking voluntary?” Like, seven years Iwork
full time [volunteering], you know I work full time. I’m
saying: “Because it makes me happy like that.’’

Being able to contribute by helping others through vol‐
unteering enabled these women to feel valued and con‐
nected to the community.

4.5. Volunteering as Resistance to Discourses of
Unbelonging and Civic Embedding

The literature on volunteering experiences of refugees
and migrants focuses on its benefits related to employa‐
bility, and the achievement of functional markers of inte‐
gration more generally (such as language, training/skills,
and knowledge of the UK). While this was certainly a
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desired outcome for some of the study participants, oth‐
ers also perceived volunteering as an opportunity to
“give back” to the UK, emphasizing the contribution they
make to society. For example, through a series of pop‐
up community cafés, the women cooked for local people
living with homelessness, dementia, caring responsibili‐
ties, and for other migrants. They cooked food from their
home countries and produced and sold a recipe book to
raise funds for the charity.

The scale of volunteeringwas of particular note. All of
the women were involved in multiple volunteering roles,
and Salma and Zania worked with three or four differ‐
ent organisations across the week. Volunteering held an
intrinsic value for the women, evidencing their “citizen‐
ship” through civic‐mindedness:

If I take money, myself not happy, I want to
make myself happy….Voluntary makes me very
happy….And I love this country as well….For all my
life I want to do this one, I want to more help,
I want to improve my English a bit, to give more help,
to do mentor for refugee, I want to do something
more. (Zania)

For Zania the ultimate goal was not securing employ‐
ment, but, perhaps even more virtuously, a vocation of
volunteering. Giving back was seen in terms of recog‐
nising the support they received when they first arrived
and returning this favour to other new arrivals—thus
refugees looking after themselves, and also giving back
to the wider local community and British society which
had offered them sanctuary. In this, there was a definite
element of being grateful, which Yap et al. (2011, p. 168)
argue could position volunteering as repayment to the
state for its (financial) support welcoming “burdensome”
refugees. Volunteering also positions refugees as “good
citizens” in the wider society, demonstrating them as
motivated, concerned about the welfare of others, con‐
tributing to public good, loyal to the country, and even
being “good value” in working for free (Hackl, 2022; Yap
et al., 2011).

However, additionally, we find volunteering pro‐
vides refugee women with the emotional and linguistic
resources to actively resist experiences of microaggres‐
sions and undesirable stereotypes. Referring back to the
incident on the bus with the white British man, Zania
pointed out that the aggressor didn’t know her because
shewas actually on her way to her voluntary job, to “look
after their country as well.” She continued:

I think they are racist because they look in our faces,
they think we are from different country, we are beg‐
gar, we are come to take their benefits. But they
don’t know….I work voluntary for full time, they don’t
know me, because I want to give back….I am sure all
refugees the same, they are very kind. Someone, see
my group, they can’t speak [English], they reading the
book, theywriting the book,wemake recipe book,we

selling, we make money, to look after refugees and
look after the homeless people, we do “pop up’’ café.

Zania refutes the racist stereotyping of refugees by evi‐
dence of her volunteering and her civic embedding,
and she further imputes her desire to give back to all
refugees. The emphasis here and elsewhere is that all
refugees are good; they are self‐reliant and civic‐minded.
Indeed, Zania, Aliyah, and some of the other women
assumed the role of quasi‐spokesperson for refugee
women, continually emphasising the contribution all
refugees make, despite language barriers or other obsta‐
cles. Thus they ascribed to the notion of deservingness,
suggesting that conditional belonging may be earned
through “goodness’’ (Hackl, 2022). However, in this, they
resisted the idea of a hierarchy of refugees: the good
volunteering refugee versus the lazy non‐working one,
which Yap et al. (2011) found. Indeed, Farida went as
far as to place deserving and hard‐working refugees and
migrants above undeserving British people, inverting the
dominant discourse:

One of my neighbour, she’s all, her daughter, her
son, everybody is on benefit, you know. And I say to
her once: “Why don’t you guys’ work?” And she is
like: “Where can I get a job, because all these peo‐
ple come from other country and they taking our job,
they’re messing, and they taking everything from our
country.” And I said: “That’s not true, you know, I do
job in a care home, would you like to—we have got
jobs?” She’s like: “No, I don’t want to do this kind of
job”….You know the care home Iworked, therewasn’t
a single, single, single English person!

Here Farida uses evidence of her own economic embed‐
ding, and her neighbour’s lack of, to defy the microag‐
gression she experienced.

Feelings of solidarity and belonging in the support
group, and confidence developed through volunteering
activities, allowed study participants to critically assess
the precarity of their positioning as refugees in wider
society. During focus group discussions, Zania in partic‐
ular articulated the feelings of other participants, stat‐
ing that they cannot feel fully safe and free in the UK—
despite coming to this country for safety and freedom—
when they are fearful of racist aggression and attack:

In my opinion, to have some course, have some
news, or something. They have to talk, the govern‐
ment talk, about refugee people, they are very kind,
they are very good, they not make more problem.
Because they have to learn we are not beggars…we
are not come to this country to take their money.
Because we want to give back, everyone give back,
they didn’t see.

Here, Zania points to the general public’s ignorance
about refugees. She asserts that it is the government’s
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responsibility to change the negative and inaccurate nar‐
rative and to educate the public. The women recognised
that refugees cannot embed in a hostile environment
where public discourse paints them as a burden and
threat to society. Farida and Khadija critiqued the media
for ignoring positive stories about refugee volunteering
such as the community cafés. Indeed, Aliyah explained
how she uses her position as a volunteer, and the social
connections it affords her, as an opportunity to educate
people about the situation of refugees:

And we talk about our country [countries in the
Middle East], to tell the people what happened to
us. If we be quiet they think we are fine. No, there is
something here, hurt [points to her heart], that upset
us. We need to keep a smile, to be strong, to family,
to myself, to everybody here.

Aliyah draws on opportunities for fostering support and
solidarity, created by her and other women through the
support group and their volunteering practices, to cri‐
tique the state’s failure to provide spaces for relational
embedding that refugees can access, especially given the
immense scale of isolation that refugees andmigrants ini‐
tially face in a new country:

Everybody welcome [talking about community
groups]….We can do something for this country, no
just sit down. If nobody took my hand, how can I con‐
tinue? Because everybody shy, scared, especially lan‐
guage, the language is really hard for people. And this
is the first step…to do activity, to know each other, to
different culture welcome, to help each other. If no
open door like that, how can contact people?…And
I now my time volunteer, if I see a new family in the
school in my area, straight away I tell them: “Come
[to the refugee charities] there”….There is women’s
group. How can I, because community closed from
the government? Just this, thanks God, open door,
[the refugee charities], to let them come.

Salma also talked about two different community groups
for migrant women that she helped set up, in response
to community need. Thus, through its inaction, the state
encourages the social exclusion of refugees, and it is left
to the voluntary sector and the refugees themselves to
use their own agency to help others access spaces of wel‐
come, or to even create these spaces.

Therefore, we have shown how volunteering is used
by these women as a way to counter everyday experi‐
ences of microaggression and negative discourses about
refugees and to create spaces for relational, civic, and
economic embedding. Furthermore, volunteering was
also instrumentalised to critique government (and some
media) irresponsibility in both allowing these discourses
to perpetuate and in failing to support the embedding of
refugees in the UK.

5. Conclusion

Autochthonic populist politics of belonging in the UK
and the “everyday/everywhere bordering technology”
that has emerged through a succession of recent British
Immigration Acts create a hostile environment not only
for irregular migrants but also recognised refugees, asy‐
lum seekers, other migrants, and even racialised minor‐
ity citizens (Yuval‐Davis et al., 2018). In such an envi‐
ronment, everyday microaggressions and exclusion in
the public sphere compound the social isolation and
lack of confidence refugees already experience in their
new home, and curtail opportunities to engage in pro‐
cesses of differentiated embedding. We have demon‐
strated how, within this context, some refugee women
use their agency to find alternative spaces for rela‐
tional embedding. The support group for refugeewomen
in this study offers a safe and supportive local space
to develop solidarity around shared experiences of
refugeeness/migrancy among women of diverse ethnic,
language, religious and age positionalities. The support
group facilitates deep, trusting relationships among the
women, enabling the establishment of gendered rela‐
tional embedding.

Additionally, involvement in different activities
through the group nurtures confidence amongst the
women and provides themwith the resources and oppor‐
tunities to engage in volunteering activities, both to facil‐
itate the work of the support group, and to contribute to
the wider community. We found volunteering practices
lead to a degree of relational embedding in the wider
local community, creating a space of acceptance in the
public sphere where previously they had felt excluded.
Here their cultural difference was used as a means to
engage in relational embedding. However, on this point,
we caution that this may also risk reinforcing refugees’
position as “other,” or at least limit recognition of their
contribution to that which promotes “cultural diversity”
in local spaces but not beyond this (Tomlinson, 2010).

Volunteering was also a way to engage in a (lim‐
ited) degree of economic embedding, both as a route
to future employment (and fuller economic embed‐
ding) and as a means to resist current economic exclu‐
sion and narratives of refugees as an economic burden.
Volunteering enabled these women to develop cultural
competencies such as language and to demonstrate a
self‐reliant entrepreneurial self who is worthy of being
included in the nation (Yap et al., 2011). However, we
also note that volunteering as a long‐term practice,
where there is the desire to progress to fuller eco‐
nomic embedding through paid labour, may risk creat‐
ing a sense of exploitation and exclusion, as the par‐
tiality of the process becomes increasingly emphasised
over time when volunteering does not translate into
employment. As other studies have found, progression
from volunteering into employment is far from guaran‐
teed, and, where successful, may limit opportunities to
certain types of work and certain sectors (usually the
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poorly renumerated voluntary/community sector with
few options for progression; Tomlinson, 2010; Vickers,
2016), where “refugeeness” can be a recognizable com‐
petence (de Jong, 2019). Furthermore, as Vickers (2016,
p. 449) argues, organisations, and by extension the state,
receive substantial benefits through the unpaid labour
of refugees in maintaining services and support sys‐
tems for refugees. This raises ethical concerns in the
further marginalisaton (through unpaid labour) of an
already economically disadvantaged group. It highlights
the state’s evasion of its own responsibility to provide
these services and spaces (along with fostering inclusive
narratives) to enable refugees’ relational, civic and eco‐
nomic embedding.

Nonetheless, our study participants framed volun‐
teering as a means of civic embedding, found in the
idea of giving back, to support refugees and the wider
local community. Therefore, through volunteering the
refugee women in our study invoked qualities of “good‐
ness” (being self‐reliant entrepreneurial selves as well as
contributing to the public good) to meet the criteria for
conditional inclusion in the UK (Hackl, 2022; Yap et al.,
2011); thus volunteering represents an accommodating
response. But the capacity to volunteer and experiences
of volunteering also provided them with the linguistic
and emotional resources to resist everyday microaggres‐
sions and social exclusion. Some of the participants not
only critiqued the state’s failure to provide a conducive
environment for embedding; they also challenged the
autochthonic conceptions of inclusion by inverting the
classed and racialised hierarchy of the “good citizen”
(Shilliam, 2018). They deemed hard working refugees
and migrants as those more deserving than British peo‐
ple preferring welfare over low‐status/low pay jobs.

Drawing on the concept of “differentiated embed‐
ding” (Ryan, 2018), we have contributed to scholarship
on refugees and volunteering by exploring how it may
be instrumentalised as a resistance practice in a hos‐
tile environment. We have demonstrated the variable
degrees of embeddingwithin and across domains, that is,
for refugees, always effortful and reflexive (Mulholland
& Ryan, 2022). On this point we wish to engage with
Mulholland and Ryan (2022)’s idea of an axis of reflexive‐
tacit embedding. They argue that attachment formation
may be purposive and agentic (reflexive), or unconscious
and/or taken‐for‐granted (tacit) by way of privileged
access to rights and entitlements or formed unawares
over time. For the French migrants in their study, tacit
embedding, particularly political, had been possible by
virtue of their taken‐for‐granted EU membership rights,
which were suddenly disrupted by the tumultuous event
of Brexit (Mulholland & Ryan, 2022). In contrast, we sug‐
gest that for refugees embedding can only be reflexive,
as their starting point is always as interloper, revealed
in the culture of disbelief and severely curtailed rights
they endure through the asylumprocess. Once they have
struggled to overcome the initial hurdle to gain even
the right to start embedding by being recognised as

refugees, they have to actively work to overcome con‐
siderable obstacles to processes of embedding, as we
have demonstrated, such as social isolation, everyday
racism and discrimination, and substantial labour mar‐
ket barriers (amongst others). Moreover, in the highly
politicised climate of ever‐increasing restrictions, hostil‐
ity, and everyday bordering practices in the UK, refugees
are continuously positioned as outsiders and reminded
that they do not belong—such that tacit embedding is
an impossibility. Thus, we have shown the agentic strate‐
gies the refugee women in this study have employed to
overcome these barriers and resist exclusion through the
means available to them, to enable embedding in (and in
spite of) a hostile environment.

Further, we have shown how embedding trajectories
in different domains are linked. Lack of relational embed‐
ding in everyday local arenas can provide the impetus for
establishing gendered relational embedding in a support
group. This, in turn, facilitated civic embedding through
volunteering practices, including a degree of relational
embedding beyond the support group and a limited
form of economic embedding. Civic embedding can
potentially facilitate further future economic embedding
through employment, but significantly, it may provide
the seeds for a degree of political embedding in the form
of active, critical citizenship. Volunteering becomes a
practice of resistance to experiences ofmicroaggressions
and discourses of unbelonging in the UK. While civic
and economic embedding may reinforce dominant con‐
structions of conditional citizenship (Hackl, 2022), the
participants’ volunteering practices also offer refugees
ways of resisting the persistence of race in construc‐
tions of an ethnic conception of the nation. We sug‐
gest that this represents a form of political embedding,
in the sense of having the confidence to resist domi‐
nant narratives about refugees and migrants. In view‐
ing refugee women’s volunteering as practices of nego‐
tiation, adaptation, and/or resistance that both accom‐
modate neoliberal citizenship regimes and contest the
hostile environment, we argue that such practices lead
to a “critical incorporation” (Shah, 2012), rather than
uncritical emphasis on adaptation and integration into
their new home. At the same time, we acknowledge
that whilst embedding practices undertaken by refugees,
such as these women, may have some positive impact
in changing perceptions, reducing microaggressions and
fostering a sense of belonging at a local level, the recent
ratcheting up of hostility towards asylum seekers (par‐
ticularly those arriving through irregular routes) in the
wider political‐legal environment in the UK, makes it dif‐
ficult to imagine a dismantling of hostile border regimes
at a national level in the near future. These limits to
resisting national narratives of social exclusion further
underscore the purposive and reflexive nature of embed‐
ding processes for refugees. But it does also indicate
hope that the potential for change may be located at
the local level, in foregrounding the voices of those with
lived experiences.
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