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Shrinking Spaces of Encounter: Mediated Participation and Community
Engagement between Migrants and Local Communities around Italian Reception
Centres

Maria Benedetta Cabitza

MondoDonna Social Cooperative - https://www.mondodonna-onlus.it/english/

Participation is central to the inclusion of asylum seekers and migrants living in reception centres. In systems marked by
prolonged legal, social, and existential waiting, it cannot remain secondary to legal, administrative, or integration pathways.
This is particularly evident in Italy, where people may spend two or three years in reception. That time can either deepen
suspension and separation, or become an opportunity for mutual knowledge, civic learning, active engagement, and
belonging, both within the centre and in the host community.

The paper begins from a paradox observed in everyday work. Volunteering projects, intercultural initiatives, and mediated
spaces of dialogue often attract limited participation from asylum seekers, who may view them as marginal, irrelevant, or
disconnected from their migration mandate and immediate priorities. At the same time, local communities express mistrust
toward reception centres and their residents, often through concerns about security, public order, cultural norms, and
perceived lack of integration. Migrants and host communities therefore withdraw from one another, reinforcing in-group/out-
group boundaries, reducing the possibility of meaningful encounter.

The paper engages with debates on belonging, symbolic boundaries, securitisation, waithood, and community mediation in
migration studies, arguing that participation should not be reduced either to migrants’ willingness to join activities as a
performance of integration. Participation is instead understood as a situated, mediated process shaped by trust, cultural
translation, institutional constraints, security perceptions, and spaces in which both migrants and host communities can
question stereotypes.

Methodologically, the paper adopts a practitioner-based qualitative research design. It draws on professional experience
coordinating reception centres in Northern Italy and on qualitative field material collected through short interviews with
migrants and reception workers. The analysis focuses on three empirical examples. The first is an environmental volunteering
initiative with unaccompanied foreign minors, developed in response to local concerns about public parks and waste-disposal
practices, and complemented by recycling workshops facilitated by naturalised women volunteers from the local mosque.
The second is an identity-reconstruction pathway for migrant women survivors of violence in the Ferrara area, using creative
and narrative tools to foster trust, self-representation, mutual support, and gradual connection with local community members
through shared experiences beyond migration. The third concerns local roundtables on security and community dialogue,
where police, political representatives, institutions, and citizens discuss reception-related concerns with the managing

organisation, while migrants themselves are rarely present as active voices.

The expected findings suggest that effective participation is not produced by asking asylum seekers and migrants to expose
themselves, prove integration, or simply attend activities. Meaningful participation requires gradual, concrete, non-
performative, and mediated spaces capable of building trust on both sides, with reception projects acting as facilitators.

The paper contributes to Nordic Migration Research by showing how reception centres can operate as fragile but necessary
bridges between protected participation, civic engagement, and local belonging in restrictive times. Although grounded in
Italy, it speaks to Nordic and wider European debates, as migration discussions across Northern and Southern Europe
increasingly converge around securitisation, polarisation, contested belonging, resistance, and shrinking spaces of encounter.



Standing on one leg: Recalibrating participation in research with unaccompanied
refugee youth in Norway

Gunika Rishi

Norwegian University of Science and technology

I reflect on the possibilities and limits of participation in ethnographic research with young people who arrived in Norway as
unaccompanied refugee minors. Drawing on year long narratives and arts based methods with fourteen young adults across
school and municipal settings, I refelct on how research relationships unfold under conditions of legal uncertainty, family
separation, and prolonged family reunification procedures. I focus on how temporal suspension does not only shape
participants’ lives, but also the conditions of fieldwork itself: what can be asked, what remains off record, and how exposure
is negotiated. Rather than treating participation as a stable ethical good, the paper shows it to be selective, uneven, and
continuously recalibrated. In my fieldwork, participants often led the pace and terms of narration, chose what could be
recorded, and withheld topics that were too consequential or unresolved to enter the research record. These choices were
shaped by lives already dense with bureaucratic deadlines, school, work, and transnational family obligations. Under such
conditions, calls for active collaboration in knowledge production may add further demands to already overburdened lives. I
suggest that in research with displaced young people, participation is best approached as negotiated presence, control over
exposure, and the right to limit articulation. This recalibrated understanding preserves ethical accountability while remaining
attentive to the temporal and relational conditions under which refugee research actually takes place.



Waiting after Occupation: Displacement and the Persistence of Uncertainty among

Ukrainians in Sweden

Elena Dahlgren

Independent Researcher

This paper looks at how experiences of occupation continue to shape everyday life after displacement. It follows Ukrainians
living in Sweden under temporary protection and traces how leaving a place under prolonged control carries that experience
into a new setting. Life does not fully settle, even in conditions of safety.

The study approaches displacement as something that unfolds over time and becomes part of daily life. It draws on
anthropological work on waiting and lived experience, where time stretches and loses direction. Waiting takes shape as an

everyday condition that affects decisions and relationships.

The paper is based on qualitative material from conversations and ongoing field engagement with Ukrainians in Sweden,
including people who left occupied or heavily affected areas. Attention is given to how earlier experiences of control and
uncertainty remain present in everyday life after movement. This includes dimensions such as atmosphere and embodied
memory, which continue to orient how people move through their surroundings.

The paper asks what it means to build a life when stability is delayed. How a sense of place is held when return remains
uncertain. How people position themselves across distance when attachment does not settle in one location. These questions

open a way of approaching displacement through lived experience.

The analysis suggests that displacement is experienced as an extended condition shaped by past occupation and present
uncertainty. Waiting becomes central to everyday life and shapes how people organise time and maintain connections.

The paper contributes to Nordic migration research by offering an account grounded in lived experience in Sweden under
temporary protection. It shows how uncertainty is shaped through current conditions and through earlier experiences that

continue after movement.



Participation through the field, and beyond: (dis)continuities between fieldwork and
public engagement with '""Undoing Nothing'

Paolo Boccagni

University of Trento

This presentation explores the scope of participation and community engagement - in my case, in relation to young male
asylum seekers in "waithood" - beyond the course of fieldwork as such, in relation to multiple, unequally situated audiences.
In doing so, I draw less on the ethnographic tensions and dilemmas that shaped "Undoing Nothing" than with its aftermath -
the social life of the book as a subject of public discussion with colleagues, practitioners and other relevant interlocutors. It is
my argument that participation, as an epistemological, methodological and political stance, does not exclusively overlap with
fieldwork. It has as much to do with textwork and its dissemination. This raises questions of accessibility, relevance and,
ultimately, sense-making. I revisit along these lines my experience in giving public presentations, over the last couple of
years, of "Undoing Nothing" and of "Vite ferme" (the latter being an Italian "translation" of the same fieldwork in a more
narrative format, based on microstories of everyday life in the rooms of an asylum centre). Regarding accessibility, much
depends on one's writing style and on formats of dissemination that may facilitate readability for a non-academic audience,
whether practitioners or lay citizens, thereby paving the way for them to have a clear sense of what living in a centre looks
and feels like. The question of relevance has to do with textwork's ability to reach out to different audiences, across different
fields of research and practice, based on the resonances produced through reading and discussing a book. Last, I

stress sense-making in relation to the endeavour to make dissemination instrumental to community engagement, based on the
merit of one's findings (and the worth of the stories being told), rather than for a personal need of recognition and visibility.
In all these respects, and based on about 30 public presentations of the books thus far, I also discuss the potential and
challenges of reaching out to previous field participants, across dissemination, in yet another variant of meaningful
participation.



Participation as a Spectrum: collaborating, waiting, and ‘wary compassion’ in a

camp in Denmark

Cecilie Odgaard Jakobsen
Centre for Advanced Migration Studies (AMIS), University of Copenhagen

Research with people seeking asylum is often guided by a strong participatory mandate, in which active collaboration with
interlocutors is framed as both an ethical imperative and as good methodology. Without dismissing that impulse, I nonetheless
argue for a less dogmatic approach to what participation and collaboration look like in camps for people seeking asylum in
Denmark. I register participation and collaboration as existing along a spectrum, rather than as a single goal to be secured
through formal methods. Hereby I also try to take in the characteristics of the specific field and what kind of sociality exists
there. Of course, the researcher stands outside of this to a certain extent, but she also cannot necessarily expect to be treated
differently. Camp life is structured by waiting, spatially and temporally situated, and is experienced as carceral and often
punitive. This produces a specific social space and atmosphere in which residents move in and out of engagement with each
other, with staff and with the researcher, in ways that resist a tidy participatory design. In the context of camps, researchers
have to embrace the fleetingness of relations, the changing narratives, suspicions, withdrawal, anger, relational needs etc.
What counts as collaboration in such a field, and how do we recognise its many forms?

I draw on long-term engagement with the field of asylum and waiting in Denmark and more specifically on ethnographic
fieldwork in Danish asylum camps as well as field visits to Bosnia and mainland Greece. From this empirical foundation I
trace participation across several registers. I reflect on ‘revisiting’ trajectories through memories and narratives as well as
geographically with interlocutors, using them as guides via messaging apps during field visits in Bosnia and Greece (see also
Jakobsen 2022), but I also emphasise horizontal collaboration amongst camp residents. This horizontal collaboration is done
through attention to an ethnographic case of a funeral ceremony held in the camp to remember a young man’s dead brother. I
use the concept of wary compassion to frame one of the key affective qualities of this camp, and how care is extended
amongst this group of residents albeit with levels of apprehension. Here, collaboration was not between researcher and
researched but among interlocutors, and researcher participation was on the conditions of interlocutors. I argue that
participation and collaboration are better understood as co-created through immersive fieldwork than as procedures to be
implemented in this context of the camp. The wariness that characterised social life in the camp is not only something that I
observed among residents, but something I was also met with and subjected to. Being received warily, I argue, is not a failure
of access or non-participatory methods as much as it is a characteristic of the field, a condition that interlocutors live with,
and so does the researcher. It is part of the very sociality of the camp. Acknowledging the range of ways interlocutors may

choose or decline to engage opens a honest account of what collaboration can be in the asylum camp.
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