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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Exploring the links between social connections, care and integration




It was around the time when late professor Castles (2003) published a seminal article reflecting on the past and future of a sociology of forced migration that Ager and Strang (2004) authored the first paper of what would eventually form the core of integration policy in the UK and beyond (Ager and Strang, 2008; Strang and Ager, 2010), the Indicators of Integration framework (Ndofor-Tah et al., 2019). Already a notion defined in myriad ways, yet still suffering from an utter lack of consensus around what it actually means, is and does, integration was thrust into European public and policy discussions after the “death” of European multiculturalism—a problematic narrative that has endured despite Schinkel's (2013, 2017, 2018, 2019) admirable correctives. If Ager and Strang's (2008; see also Strang and Ager, 2010) conceptual approach to understanding integration through social connections lent itself favorably to integration research and policy, the complexity of forced migration continues to furnish lively debate around how we can fully appreciate the politics of acculturation (see, for instance, Spencer and Charsley, 2021).

There is indeed a wide spectrum from which academics and policymakers employ (or attempt to contest) the concept. On one side, scholars take integration as a normative given, or approach integration for what “ought” to be occurring, rather viewing integration as an empirical “is” (Spencer and Charsley, 2021). There are others “writing against integration” (Rytter, 2019) who attempt to end the neocolonial othering of people on the move (Schinkel, 2018). The authors and editors of this Research Topic do not collectively come down on the side of dismissive critique or of uncritical acceptance of the term. As a collective, we instead dialectically straddle a normative vision for what could be possible for integration both in the Global North and Global South and take a step back to empirically observe what integration and disintegration is producing in these localities.

The issue we are grappling with in this Research Topic is the processes by which human beings “do belonging:” accessing health services, finding suitable education for their children and suitable employment for them, finding spaces and activities for release, connecting with people, institutions and organizations, negotiating ways of living normal lives, and more. All in an increasingly polarized world of othering and alterity where events such as the global COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, acutely accelerated changes in sociability and social life. It is a complex issue to behold and access. But it is one that necessarily depends on the fragilizing relationships of giving and receiving care, which Caduff (2019) so eloquently attunes us toward. In this context, our unique contribution draws out the links between social connections, care and integration, which are often implicitly assumed to be closely intertwined, but in this Research Topic we explicitly bring to the fore across diverse contexts.

It was findings emerging from two large-scale research projects, one on protracted displacement in Somalia, the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Kenya, and South Africa and one on refugees' pathways toward integration in the UK with a focus on Scotland, that provided the empirical bases from which to explore the relationship between care, connection and integration (see for instance Käkelä et al., 2023; Vera Espinoza et al., 2023). Together with contributions from Sweden, Jordan and Chile, these confront us with the interconnections and ambivalences between alterity and intimacy (Caduff, 2019) in what is commonly referred to as integration but often substantively points toward disintegration (Hinger and Schweitzer, 2020).

By putting care at the center of debates on integration and social connections, the papers of this Research Topic contribute to enhancing our understanding of these contested, daily, multi-dimensional and non-linear processes in several ways. First, the papers invite us to unsettle the geographical narrowness of debates around integration, by creating a cross-regional dialogue around integration and disintegration experiences across settings.

Second, all the papers in the Research Topic shift the focus from the refugee/migrant as the main “subject” of integration, by raising questions around who other pivotal actors/agents are and where these processes and experiences are taking place.

By putting an emphasis on other actors, dynamics and spaces where care as part of integration happens, the papers focus both on those who receive care and those who provide it, as well as in the ambivalences of this exchange and the shifting roles of carer/caree. In other words, acts of integration and care are simultaneously done by and to migrants and refugees. For instance, Baillot calls for integration to be understood in relation to family and their exchanges of care within the settlement country. Focusing on data collected in Glasgow and Birmingham, Baillot argues that a focus on familial relationships of care re-positions refugees as active subjects who also offer care to others. Jordan adds to this reconceptualization of refugees as both providers and recipients of care, by focusing on refugee-refugee hosting dynamics, drawing on qualitative research conducted with Sudanese refugee men in Jordan. Strange and Askanius, on the other hand, explore relations of care both within the public healthcare system and the media in Sweden to understand the disproportionately exclusion affecting migrants in the country, which the authors attribute to a wider disintegration of Swedish society.

The contributions by Kerlaff and Bile et al. shift the focus to the “local” as the spaces where integration is negotiated daily. Kerlaff sheds light on the links between local and individual context in facilitating or hindering processes of integration for reunited refugee families settling in unchosen areas in the UK. Bile et al. draw on research with IPDs and refugee returnees to Somalia, to advocate for the inclusion of “local integration” as a conceptual lens that allows better grasping of the nuances of social connections and integration domains within spaces in the Global South.

Another set of papers emphasizes the experiences of refugees and migrants integration into health systems or the extent to which a “lack of care” in this sector can contribute to wider experiences of exclusion and assimilation. Here, healthcare workers emerge as key actors and health services as relevant spaces where to explore processes by which people negotiate belonging. For instance, Reyes Muñoz and Reyes Muñoz analyse migrant women's experiences as part of the “National Child Health Programme” in Chile. While most women appreciated the support their children received as part of the programme, they also felt constantly judged by nursing professionals who transmitted specific and racialized “values and expectations” about migrant mothers' care practices. Boeyink et al. find similar processes of (dis)integration and (mis)integration drawing on interviews with healthcare professionals and Congolese and Somali refugees in Kenya. While both groups have similar understandings on the barriers to healthcare, healthcare professionals focus on the changes of behavior that refugees should have instead of looking at structural inequalities. McAteer et al. also identify challenges in displaced population access to health in Kenya, particularly in relation to documentation, information and language barriers. By exploring these barriers within health pathways, the authors reflect on the potential pitfalls of integrated health care systems for urban refugees.

The outcomes of processes of (dis)integration and otherization lead in many cases to impact on mobile peoples' mental health and wellbeing, as demonstrated by the research paper by Walker et al., which explores mental health issues faced by Congolese and Somali asylum seekers and refugees in South Africa. Through the findings, the authors suggest understanding “alienation” as a conceptual tool that provides accounts of both acts of alienation and feelings of alienation.

This Research Topic also brings to light the contested notions of integrating plural forms of healthcare for IDPs in DRC. The policy brief of Mutombo et al. highlights the disconnect between policy and practice of implementing mental health interventions for IDPs across the country. A lack of human and financial resources does not match the progressive policies and conventions that the government has signed on to. This national policy analysis is contrasted by Kazamwali et al. who zoom in to the local dynamics of accessing Traditional, complementary and alternative medicine (TCAM) in IDP areas in South Kivu province of Eastern DRC. Despite IDPs and non-IDPs accessing TCAM at high rates, IDPs are more reliant than non-IDPs. This study demonstrates that these actors and services are not monolithic and offer a typology of care and services from TCAM providers that are trusted to widely varying degrees by their interlocutors.

Offering a broad range of case studies across world regions, the papers in the Research Topic not only emphasize a spectrum of integration and disintegration experiences, they also shed light on different understandings of care that underpin social relations within these experiences of (dis)integration. Care can be then understood as a value and a practice (Raghuram, 2016), as well as a range of tasks, activities and practices aimed at promoting “the personal health and welfare of people” (Yeates, 2004, p. 371). But also, care emerges as an expression of “intimate connection” (Caduff, 2019, p. 788) core to our social relations, that can be felt and perceived differently by those who give it and those who receive it.

This exchange of care is central to exploring “lives that seek to live through something that's without resolution” (Caduff, 2019, p. 802), reminding us of the emotional and structural ambivalences inherent in the contested processes of “integration.” Collectively, the papers in this Research Topic offer three broad reflections: (i) much of the world's hierarchies are negotiated within the everyday tension between care and service provision; (ii) the contingencies surrounding how individuals, families, and communities position themselves and each other within specific places remain under-explored; and (iii) the “messiness” between policy commitments and their practical implementations remains insufficiently addressed.


Author contributions

MVE: Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing, Conceptualization. AD: Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing, Conceptualization. CB: Writing – review & editing, Conceptualization.



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Publisher's note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



References

 Ager, A., and Strang, A. (2004). Indicators of Integration: Final Report. Queen Margaret University College; Edinburgh for Home Office Research; Development and Statistics Directorat. Available at: https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110218141321/; http://rds.homeoffice.gov.uk/rds/pdfs04/dpr28.pdf (accessed July 15, 2024).

 Ager, A., and Strang, A. (2008). Understanding integration: a conceptual framework. J. Refugee Stud. 21, 166–191. doi: 10.1093/jrs/fen016

 Caduff, C. (2019). Hot chocolate. Crit. Inq. 45, 787–803. doi: 10.1086/702591

 Castles, S. (2003). Towards a sociology of forced migration and social transformation. Sociology 37, 13–34. doi: 10.1177/0038038503037001384

 Hinger, S., and Schweitzer, R. (2020). Politics of (Dis)Integration. IMISCOE Research Series. Berlin: Springer Open.

 Käkelä, E., Baillot, H., Kerlaff, L., and Vera-Espinoza, M. (2023). From acts of care to practice-based resistance: refugee-sector service provision and its impact(s) on integration. Soc. Sci. 12:39. doi: 10.3390/socsci12010039

 Ndofor-Tah, C., Strang, A., Phillimore, J., Morrice, L., Michael, L., Wood, P., et al. (2019). Home Office Indicators of Integration Framework 2019, 3rd Edn. Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/835573/home-office-indicators-of-integration-framework-2019-horr109.pdf (accessed June 4, 2024).

 Raghuram, P. (2016). “Migration and feminist care ethics,” in The Ethics and Politics of Immigration: Core Issues and Emerging Trends, ed. A. Sager (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield), 183–200.

 Rytter, M. (2019). Writing against integration: Danish imaginaries of culture, race and belonging. Ethnos 84, 678–697. doi: 10.1080/00141844.2018.1458745

 Schinkel, W. (2013). The imagination of “society” in measurements of immigrant integration. Ethnic Racial Stud. 36, 1142–1161. doi: 10.1080/01419870.2013.783709

 Schinkel, W. (2017). Imagined Societies: A Critique of Immigrant Integration in Western Europe. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.

 Schinkel, W. (2018). Against “immigrant integration”: for an end to neocolonial knowledge production. Comparat. Migrat. Stud. 6:31. doi: 10.1186/s40878-018-0095-1

 Schinkel, W. (2019). Migration studies: an imposition. Comparat. Migrat. Stud. 7:32. doi: 10.1186/s40878-019-0136-4

 Spencer, S., and Charsley, K. (2021). Reframing “integration”: acknowledging and addressing five core critiques. Comparat. Migrat. Stud. 9:18. doi: 10.1186/s40878-021-00226-4

 Strang, A., and Ager, A. (2010). Refugee integration: emerging trends and remaining agendas. J. Refugee Stud. 23, 589–607. doi: 10.1093/jrs/feq046

 Vera Espinoza, M., Baillot, H., Käkelä, E, Dakessian, A., and Kerlaff, L. (2023). The role of social connections in refugees' pathways towards socio-economic integration. Forc. Migrat. Rev. 71, 15–18.

 Yeates, N. (2004). Global care chains. Int. Femin. J. Polit. 6, 369–391. doi: 10.1080/1461674042000235573

Copyright
 © 2024 Vera Espinoza, Dakessian and Boeyink. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.



OPS/xhtml/Nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Editorial: Exploring the links between social connections, care and integration



		Author contributions



		Conflict of interest



		Publisher's note



		References

















OPS/images/cover.jpg
& frontiers | Frontiers in Human Dynamics

Editorial: Exploring the links
between social connections, care
and integration











OPS/images/crossmark.jpg
©

|






OPS/images/logo.jpg
& frontiers | Frontiers in Human Dynamics







