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Everyday Empowerment: How Refugees with Limited Formal Education Forge their
own Future After Resettlement 

Astrid  Espegren 

NTNU 

Individuals accepted under the Norwegian quota for resettlement refugees, many of whom have little or no educational
background, face a Norwegian bureaucracy and various initiatives that lately have increasingly been tailored to Ukrainian
refugees with educational backgrounds more akin to the majority population. This study uses qualitative interviews with
individuals from South Sudan, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and Syria to explore how refugees with limited formal
education perceive the public support they receive during their first five years in Norway.

In what contexts do they find this support truly empowering or disempowering, and what actions do they take to enhance
their own empowerment? How can insights into their experiences with receiving support and their responses to it contribute
to a new understanding of empowerment as a theoretical concept?

Theoretically, the article is set in the nuanced intersections of empowerment, vulnerability, resistance, and resilience. It reveals
that many resettlement refugees arriving in Norway with limited formal education find themselves torn between gratitude for
assistance in developing realistic future plans and feeling constrained by service providers' low expectations. They navigate
this delicate balance, as well as enhance their ability to take responsibility for their own lives and fulfill their future aspirations,
through various subtle strategies that can be conceptualized as ‘Everyday Empowerment.’



“Unheard voices – Women's everyday life, movement and counterforce in the wake of
migration” 

Carina  Sommarström 

Social work Södertörns högskola 

Unheard voices – Women's everyday life, movement and counterforce in the wake of migration
Abstract
The overall aim of the thesis is to investigate voluntary work and popular education (study associations) among women with
a non-European background, with a particular focus on how the participants' experiences are shaped in everyday life. This is
done through the following questions: How do women with non-European backgrounds navigate non-profit work and the
context of adult education (study associations) in Sweden? What motives do the women describe for their voluntary work in
associations and study associations? How does the non profit work take shape in practice, what obstacles do the women face
and what strategies do they develop to deal with these? By starting from the participants' own stories, they are examined how
they position themselves within Swedish civil society – not as recipients of integration efforts, but as active subjects with
their own motives, strategies and visions.

The dissertation is based on a social context where inequality is increasing and where migrants – especially non-European –
are often presented as problems in the political and media discourse. In this climate, there is a lack of nuanced narratives
about migrants' own perspectives, especially women's. Despite the fact that over a million foreign-born women live in
Sweden their voices are conspicuously absent in research, politics and the media. At the same time, they constitute a
significant group of participants in the activities of the study associations.

The thesis follows a qualitative approach grounded in semi-structured interviews. With a critical framing, it applies reflexive
thematic analysis to enable a systematic and context sensitive engagement with the empirical material. The analysis focuses
on the patterns that emerge in the women's stories, with particular emphasis on how association and popular education
involvement functions as an arena for care, resistance and collective change. The women do not appear as passive recipients
of support, but as active actors who, through their voluntary work, create social networks, break isolation and pursue issues
that are important to themselves and their immediate environment.

The theoretical framework consists of feminist care ethics inspired by Joan Tronto's work. It highlights above all the political
and democratic dimensions of care, as well as collective responsibility. Care ethics thus offers an alternative way of
understanding women's involvement – not as an instrumental contribution to social benefit, but as an ethical and political
action. Non-European women are repeatedly portrayed as invisible and passive objects based on stereotypical notions. This
study challenges such simplistic narratives by making visible women's own experiences, needs and action strategies. By
highlighting stories from civil society's everyday practice, the thesis contributes to a more inclusive and equitable
understanding of the importance of association life for women with migrant experience.



A transition in time: Negotiations of rhythms of family life among resettled
Congolese women and their children in Denmark  

Emilie  Mortensen 

Department of Anthropology, Aarhus University  

This paper explores resettlement as a multilayered bodily and temporal transition (cf. Rytter et al. 2026). It builds
on ethnographic fieldwork conducted between 2022-2024 among families from DR Congo, who have been resettled in
Denmark since 2021 through the UNHCR-program. These families have been selected for resettled as they belong to the UN
category of “women of risk”; a category designating women with specific needs arising from past persecution and violence
who are at heightened risk to exploitation and abuse in the absence of family, community, or state protection. Most of the
resettled families thus consist of single women and their children (see Mortensen 2025). The paper specifically zooms in on
encounters between the Congolese women and various municipal frontline workers – such as case workers, family guides,
health nurses and interpreters – assisting the women in establishing new daily routines upon arrival. Focusing analytically on
temporal rhythms (Anderson og Bengtsson 2019; Lefebvre 2004) in and of the everyday in Denmark, it becomes clear that
daily family life is expected to have a certain temporal rhythm that corresponds with bureaucratic rhythms of the Danish
welfare state (cf. Anderson og Bengtsson 2019). Building on the work of Anderson og Bengtsson (2019), focusing the
challenges involved in synchronizing the needs of vulnerable youth with the care provided through the welfare state
bureaucracy, the paper argues that newly resettled families are oriented toward such rhythms and must be “in sync” with
these to belong and to be perceived as “good families” in Denmark. It is demonstrated, first, how municipal frontline workers
convey the rhythms to the women and demonstrate how these are practiced and lived through daily routines. Second, the
paper illustrates how these routines initially give rise to frustration and struggle among the newly arrived families but – over
time – come to shape both bodies and daily lives. The negotiation of temporal rhythms thus figures as an integral transition in
and of resettlement, involving and reshaping both bodies, norms and notions of time. 



Hope and future-making in frontline encounters between refugees and municipal
caseworkers in Denmark 

Nanna Bjørnbak Christoffersen 

University of Southern Denmark 

Introduction and aim
Resettled refugees in Nordic welfare states navigate profound life transitions shaped by temporary protection regimes,
activation-oriented integration policies, and persistent uncertainty about legal status and future prospects. In Denmark, these
conditions are intensified by the post-2019 “paradigm shift” towards temporariness and repatriation. While existing research
has documented how such policies produce post-resettlement precarity, less attention has been paid to how refugees imagine,
negotiate, and pursue future lives in everyday encounters with welfare state actors. This paper explores how hope is
articulated, negotiated, and governed in frontline interactions between newly arrived refugees and municipal caseworkers, and
how these encounters function as key sites of future-making during resettlement.

Methodology
The paper is based on longitudinal ethnographic fieldwork conducted in two Danish municipalities between March 2024 and
October 2025. The empirical material consists of repeated in-depth interviews with eight newly arrived refugees, interviews
with municipal caseworkers responsible for the integration programme, and participant observation of frontline encounters
between refugees and caseworkers. The analysis centres on two in-depth cases that illuminate how hopes for permanent
residence and employment, respectively, are articulated and negotiated across the broader material.

Theoretical framework
The paper draws on anthropological scholarship on hope and future orientations (Jansen, 2016; Kleist & Jansen, 2016; Bryant
& Knight, 2019; Jansen & Thorne, 2026), combined with research on future-making practices (Scharrer et al., 2024) and
street-level bureaucracy (Zacka, 2017; Nielsen & Monrad, 2023). Bringing these literatures together allows for an analysis of
hope as a relational, future-oriented disposition that both shapes and is shaped by practice, and of frontline encounters as
institutional spaces where competing visions of feasible and desirable futures are negotiated under conditions of uncertainty
and constraint.

Findings
The analysis shows that refugees actively engage in future-making practices during resettlement despite pervasive uncertainty.
Hopes expressed in frontline encounters – such as hopes for permanent residency, employment, or progression in the
integration programme – are anchored in deeper existential hopes for security, family life, predictability, and a “normal” life.
This anchoring underscores the high stakes of these encounters: what is at issue in meetings with municipal caseworkers is
not merely administrative progression, but refugees’ possibilities for living lives they consider meaningful. Caseworkers
respond to these hopes by cultivating, redirecting, or containing them through references to bureaucratic procedures, labour
market logics, and assessments of health and work capacity. At the same time, caseworkers’ future imaginaries are
constrained by bureaucratic uncertainty, limiting their ability to provide the clarity and predictability refugees seek. In some
instances, cultivating hope risks fostering cruel optimism by tethering refugees to futures that may ultimately prove
unattainable.

The paper contributes to Nordic migration research on life transitions, arrival infrastructures, and post-resettlement precarity
by showing how frontline encounters become decisive sites where refugees’ life trajectories are negotiated. It foregrounds
refugees’ agency, rather than passive adaptation, demonstrating how they actively engage in future-making practices as co-
creators of their own futures through interaction with state actors.



Agency in Active Refugee Admission Policies - between Hyper-vulnerability and
Refugee Entrepreneurship? 

Zvezda Vankova 

Lund University  

A shipwreck in October 2013 off the island of Lampedusa causing the death of 366 migrants pushed the question of legal
pathways to admission for persons in need of international protection as an alternative to unsafe and irregular pathways of
entry to the foreground, reflected, amongst others, by the 2016 New York declaration. While such legal pathways include
resettlement, the discussion centered around alternative legal channels for people in need of protection outside the traditional
asylum system and additional to resettlement, such as based on labour migration and humanitarian admission. Building on the
notion of “active refugee admission policies” (ARAP) as an analytical category, providing an umbrella term for legal pathways
for refugees (Welfens et al. 2019; Kraler and Vankova 2025), the paper interrogates the interplay between ‘integration
potential’ and ‘vulnerability’ as two of the main selection criteria in ARAP. This dichotomy is inherent to the emerging ‘new
spectrum of refugeehood’, with hyper-vulnerable’ refugees’ on one side of the spectrum – the only ones eligible for
resettlement or other humanitarian admission – and the ‘refugee entrepreneurs’ on the other, capable of using their skills to
access the new legal pathways made available to them as workers or students (Davitti & Vankova 2024). The paper examines
to what extent this high selectivity enabling access to different legal pathways, influences refugees’ agency and their pre-
arrival and post-arrival trajectories. We are interested in how and why experiences of refugees admitted through ARAPs
differ. As some of the refugees are admitted on temporary permits, they are in a comparable situation of uncertainty regarding
their futures, and experiences of ‘protracted temporariness’. Others, who came through humanitarian channels, face similar
challenges despite their secure legal status. Empirically, the paper draws on research conducted in Germany and Italy in 2025,
involving focus group discussions with refugees and stakeholders, as well as individual interviews.



Paths to Belonging: Religious Communities and Refugee Resettlement in Denmark 

Rikke Trige Jensen 

Aarhus University 

Upon resettlement, refugees typically encounter a range of state and civil society actors seeking to support their adjustment to
life in a new country. An often overlooked aspect of this arrival infrastructure, however, is the role of religious communities.
Members of religious congregations may become significant others, providing support and assistance with both practical and
social matters as refugees navigate their inclusion into a new society. Moreover, religious communities within, for example,
churches or online fora may emerge as important spaces for (re)building community, recognition, and paths to belonging.

Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork conducted within the research project Reorienting Integration at Aarhus University, this
paper presents insights from research among Congolese UN quota refugees resettled in Denmark since 2021. The paper
discusses the Christian religious communities that these refugees have entered as spaces of both continuity and change. On
the one hand, these communities may offer a sense of familiarity, belonging, and membership amid the radical transitions of
resettlement. On the other hand, they also emerge as sites where norms and forms of life are negotiated, as refugees
transition into everyday life in Denmark. In this process, refugees become active participants who both shape and are shaped
by these communities, negotiating their inclusion within both the specific religious community and Danish society at large.

Our research views resettlement as a process of ongoing orientations and thus draws attention to the encounters that unfold
within religious communities, as well as the tactics that refugees employ in these settings. Focusing on both local
congregations and online religious networks, the paper also highlights how these communities can operate across time and
space. As such, the paper contributes to discussions of resettlement and refugee agency in Nordic contexts by bringing
attention to religious communities as overlooked yet crucial spaces of participation and transition.



Syrian and Iraqi Refugee Young Adults’ Affordances and Trajectories into
Adulthood 

Guðbjörg Ottósdóttir 

University of Iceland 

The theory of emerging adulthood highlights developmental tasks faced by individuals aged 18–25/29 in industrialised
societies, including identity exploration, multiple trajectories, and instability. However, it has been criticised for insufficiently
addressing diverse socio-cultural contexts and the impact of migration on transitions to adulthood. Research on Muslim
communities further emphasises the role of Islamic faith in shaping young adults’ lives and guiding their transitions into
adulthood. This paper examines how young adults of Syrian and Iraqi refugee backgrounds in Iceland navigate transitions to
adulthood, focusing on the affordances they encounter and mobilise. The analysis is based on qualitative interviews with 16
young adults (aged 18–26+) who arrived in Iceland with their families between 2016 and 2021, as well as five parents and
nine school staff members. The study is part of the research project “Together or Divided? Education and Social
Participation of Refugee Children and Youth in Iceland”, which investigates the educational experiences and social
participation of Iraqi and Syrian refugee youth across 11 municipalities.Drawing on Nelson’s (2021) concept of affordances
in emerging adulthood—real, perceived, and socially sanctioned opportunities—we explore how migration, settlement, family
practices, and Islam shape these processes. Findings show that participants aspire to higher education, employment, and
family formation. However, their opportunities are shaped and constrained by family roles, legal status, limited social
networks, and language barriers. Family values and Islamic faith provide guidance and serve as key sources of resilience,
helping young adults navigate everyday challenges, including misconceptions and stereotypes. The findings have implications
for policy and practice in education and social support for young adults. The paper contributes to ongoing debates on
emerging adulthood by foregrounding the experiences of refugee youth and demonstrating the importance of socio-cultural
and structural contexts in shaping transitions to adulthood.



Being Heard and Seen at School: Recognition, Emotional Literacy, and Hybrid
Belonging among Refugee Youth in Iceland 

Muhammed Emin Kizilkaya 

University of Iceland, Faculty of Social Work and Sociology 

This doctoral study examines how young Iraqi and Syrian quota refugees aged 13 to 22 in Iceland negotiate belonging across
school, family, and peer contexts, and how recognition and misrecognition within these settings relate to subjective well
being. In Iceland, recent demographic change has brought increased linguistic and cultural diversity into schools, while
inclusive policy commitments continue to coexist with uneven practices of support and participation. Within this context,
school is a key setting for examining how belonging is negotiated through relationships with teachers, peers, and school staff.

The study draws on three interrelated theoretical perspectives: recognition and emotional literacy, hybrid identity construction
in migration, and subjective well being in both hedonic and eudaimonic terms. Recognition is understood as a relational
process that shapes whether young people are listened to, taken seriously, and able to participate without being reduced to
difference. At the same time, the analysis shows that refugee youth are not only responding to recognition or misrecognition,
but are also actively navigating expectations across contexts. To capture this, the study develops the concept of Hybrid
Identity Competence, understood as a situated and relational capacity through which refugee youth navigate language,
emotional expression, and social expectations across home, school, and peer settings while maintaining a sense of continuity.

Methodologically, the study draws on 52 semi structured interview sessions conducted across 11 municipalities in Iceland,
involving 92 respondents, including refugee youth, parents, and professionals working in schools, NGOs, and social services.
The interviews are complemented by participant observation and participatory methods such as language portraits and value
cards, and analysed using a constructivist grounded theory approach.

The findings show that participation alone does not secure belonging. Refugee youth adjust language use, self presentation,
and involvement across contexts, but belonging depends on whether these efforts are met with responsiveness, emotional
attunement, and access to peer interaction. Language emerges as both a condition for participation and a limit on expression,
recognition is enacted through concrete interactional practices, and peer relations repeatedly mark the limits of belonging. The
study contributes to Nordic Migration Research by showing that school inclusion cannot be understood only in terms of
access or formal policy, but must also be examined through recognition, reciprocity, and peer relations in and around school
settings.



Arrival in Transit: Train Stations as Affective Arrival Infrastructures 

Zachary Whyte 

AMIS, University of Copenhagen 

Train stations are sites of transit in the most literal sense: places through which people pass on their way to somewhere else.
Yet for refugees arriving in a new city in times of displacement, the central station is often also a site of transition, a threshold
space where a journey (temporarily) ends and something else begins.

 

Zooming in on this particular transition, this paper develops a first conceptual account of how train stations function
materially, socially and historically as “affective arrival infrastructures”, and what attending to such sites can reveal about
how migrants arrive in new cities, the ways in which various actors shape this transition, and the role emotions play in
connection with the sites of arrival.

 

Based on the research project Arrival Tracks (2026-2029) and drawing on previous empirical research, we focus on the
central train stations in Copenhagen and Hamburg, two of northern Europe's busiest stations and key arrival points during
three recent moments of forced displacement: in 1992-1994 during the Bosnian War (1992-1994), in 2014-2016 during the
Syrian Civil War and the arrival of Ukrainian refugees in 2022. At these moments, the stations became affective junctions
where humanitarian, municipal, and commercial actors converged alongside arriving migrants, generating what we term
affective arrival infrastructures: material and social arrangements that elicit, absorb, and circulate emotions such as hope,
exhaustion, fear, and relief among those moving through them.

 

The paper engages with two bodies of literature that have developed largely in parallel. Research on migration and arrival
infrastructures (Xiang and Lindquist 2014; Meeus et al. 2019) have productively analyzed how infrastructures facilitate or
constrain migrants' mobility and settlement but have attended less to the affective and mnemonic dimensions of specific sites.
Emotional geographies (Bondi et al. 2007; Campos-Delgado 2021), meanwhile, illuminate how place, memory, and emotion
are entangled, but have rarely been brought into conversation with migration infrastructure scholarship. We propose affective
arrival infrastructures as a conceptual bridge between these fields, to theorize how stations "move" migrants in both senses of
the word.

 

We argue that conceiving transit sites like train stations as affective arrival infrastructures foregrounds a range of material,
emotional, and social dimensions of resettlement through which terms of arrival, emplacement and belonging are negotiated
and contested. And that attending to these dimensions in spaces of transition serves to remind us of their enduring effects.
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