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Abstract. Recent debates on arrival cities, neighborhoods, or other scales of local contexts tend to focus on
aspects of local areas which support new migrants in accessing resources such as social networks, organizations,
and other kinds of local infrastructure that give access to (multilingual) information, housing options, first jobs,
or a sense of belonging and conviviality. These features are often concentrated in long-standing immigrant neigh-
borhoods. In this contribution, we compare different kinds of local infrastructure in two German local contexts
– in an established immigrant neighborhood and a rather new immigrant neighborhood – and how they have
shaped the arrival of refugees who have come to Germany since 2014/15. We emphasize the need to understand
infrastructures and the way they shape arrival, first, in a multidimensional way that, second, comprises inclusive
as well as exclusive aspects of local infrastructures. This, third, includes the need to specify for which category
of people infrastructures work in an inclusive or exclusive way as they work differently along a range of social
boundaries.

1 Introduction

In the following article we analyze infrastructures in two dif-
ferent neighborhoods that refugees encounter upon their ar-
rival and look at how these infrastructures shape their pro-
cesses of arrival by either giving or denying them access to
resources. By doing so we build on debates on arrival con-
texts as well as on debates around infrastructure. We find the
current debate on arrival contexts – terms used in this de-
bate include arrival cities, neighborhoods, spaces, or areas
(Franz and Hanhörster, 2020; Gerten et al., 2022; Hanhörster
and Wessendorf, 2020; Saunders, 2011) – helpful for inves-
tigating which kinds of local conditions and resources shape
the arrival of migrants. In the following, however, we refrain
from using “arrival” as an adjective describing cities, infras-
tructures, or neighborhoods but instead look at the relevance
of different kinds of local infrastructures in the context of the
arrival processes. Similarly to Meeus et al. (2019, 2020), we

argue it is crucial to connect the debate on arrival to litera-
ture on infrastructure in order to examine which features of a
specific place make resources accessible or inaccessible and
for whom.

We do not, however, speak of “arrival infrastructures” as
we would like to emphasize that, first, the infrastructures
connected to a place shape arrival for the better or worse and
that – in addition to the inclusive aspects – we need to include
excluding aspects of the arrival process more explicitly in the
debate. By refraining from using arrival as an adjective, we
therefore emphasize that arrival is not equal to support and
inclusion but can also be shaped by exclusion. This is in-
ter alia important in order to understand how very different
places shape arrival processes. The debate so far has tended
to focus on “typical” immigrant neighborhoods whose sup-
port functions are rather well known, while “non-typical” or
more exclusionary places have received less attention until
recently (El-Kayed et al., 2020). Second, we show that the
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same location can offer access to supportive structures as
well as to exclusionary ones and that more often than not
people who arrive somewhere may experience both at the
same time. We therefore need to develop a multidimensional
understanding of infrastructures that shape arrival processes.
Third, the same infrastructure can work in an inclusionary
way for one category of people and in a non-functional or
exclusionary way for others.

In the following we illustrate these arguments by exam-
ining infrastructures that shape arrival processes in two con-
texts which vary strongly in their previous migration history:
one neighborhood, Berlin-Kreuzberg, can be described as a
typical and long-standing immigrant neighborhood, while in
the other, Dresden-Gorbitz, migrant residents and support
structures were not equally prevalent a few years ago. In
both places, we look at three different kinds of infrastruc-
tures – housing, public space, and social infrastructure such
as social work and counseling services – and examine how
they shape the arrival processes of refugees who came to
Germany since 2014/15 when the number of refugees rose
sharply due to international crises, ongoing conflicts, and
war. In 2015 and 2016 about 1 million asylum applications
were registered by the German Federal Office for Migration
and Refugees (BAMF) (BMI, 2016). After that, the number
of people seeking refuge dropped – not least due to restrictive
European asylum policies (Hess and Kasparek, 2019) – and
are currently rising again, mostly due to the war in Ukraine.
In 2015 and the following years, huge deficiencies on many
levels of politics and administration were exposed. In many
German cities and municipalities, public administrations did
not organize adequate care and accommodation for the newly
arrived refugees. Often, civil society actors tried to bridge ex-
isting gaps by providing food, shelter, legal advice, and other
forms of support (Hamann et al., 2016). Local conditions of
arrival can differ strongly due to the prevalence of civic or-
ganizations, economic conditions including job and housing
markets, or previous local migration histories which amongst
other aspects shape the existence of migrant networks or mul-
tilingual services. How such local variances affect the arrival
process of refugees is a question we posed in a larger re-
search project that has generated the material presented here
(El-Kayed et al., 2021).1

Before we outline our findings on how local infrastructures
shape arrival processes of relatively recent refugees, we will,
first, discuss the literature on arrival areas and infrastructure
in more detail and, second, introduce the methodology of the
study. We conclude with a discussion of our findings.

1The research project Welcoming Neighborhoods was funded by
the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF)
(project number 01UG1739X).

2 Infrastructures in the context of arrival

2.1 Arriving locally: old and new debates

The way in which residential segregation influences immi-
grants’ social mobility and integration has been debated for
a long time (Breton, 1964; Burgess, 1928; Wilson, 1987). A
crucial question in this debate asks whether the spatial con-
centration of immigrant households isolates them from other
parts of society and therefore delays processes of social inte-
gration and mobility, such as learning the dominant language
of the country of residence (Esser, 1986; Florax et al., 2005;
Wilson, 1987), or whether immigrant neighborhoods provide
crucial local infrastructures such as immigrant organizations
and social networks which give access to information, so-
cial contacts, jobs, a sense of familiarity, and other resources
that increase social mobility (Marten et al., 2019; Musterd et
al., 2008; Nieuwenhuis et al., 2017; Portes and Bach, 1985;
Zhou, 2009). Marten et al. (2019) demonstrate, for example,
that refugees who are assigned to areas where they live with
a large number of other residents with whom they share their
nationality, ethnicity, or language show a higher likelihood
of accessing the local labor market.

The latter argument has been taken up in the debate on ar-
rival cities or contexts in recent years. The 2011 book Arrival
City by journalist Doug Saunders drew renewed attention to
urban areas where transnational and intranational migrants
reside, areas that work, he argues, as stepping stones towards
middle-class lives, framing these urban areas not as places
of decay, segregation, and social immobility but as places of
potential and transition (Saunders, 2011). A connected aca-
demic discussion has emerged around the question of which
localities offer favorable conditions for the arrival and sub-
sequent social mobility of immigrants – under terms like ar-
rival cities, neighborhoods, contexts, areas, spaces, or infras-
tructures (see, e.g., Franz and Hanhörster, 2020; Meeus et
al., 2019; Schillebeeckx et al., 2019). Despite using differ-
ent terms, these contributions seek to highlight local condi-
tions that enable migrants to access information and other
resources, to build social networks, and to realize social mo-
bility. Besides focusing on such inclusive spatial conditions,
this debate is distinct from research on immigrant integration
in that it focuses on arrival and thus on the early phase of a
potentially long-term settlement process.

Most contributions to the debate focus on local character-
istics which are supportive and have a positive influence on
arrival processes. Typical arrival areas are often characterized
as offering accessible and/or cheap housing, being already
significantly shaped by migration, and therefore as offering
newly arrived immigrants easier access to networks, informa-
tion, jobs, or housing. These are also often areas which are
depicted as dense in terms of residential population, build-
ings, and organizational or social infrastructure (El-Kayed et
al., 2020; Franz and Hanhörster, 2020). However, the litera-
ture on how arrival works in other contexts such as periph-
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eral and rural contexts and/or areas which are less shaped by
prior migration and migrant networks is expanding (De Vi-
dovich and Bovo, 2021; Dunkl et al., 2019; Flamant et al.,
2020; Gerten et al., 2022; Steigemann, 2019). This work pro-
vides, for example, insights into everyday mobility strategies
of refugees in rural areas that they employ in order to access
education or work or to visit friends and family, as well as
insights into constellations of reception in rural areas (Mehl
et al., 2023).

The cited debates on segregation and arrival mainly focus
on immigrant populations with limited economic resources –
although migration is of course a broader phenomenon that
also includes high-skilled and legally more privileged migra-
tion. In the following we focus on refugees who have arrived
in Germany since 2014/15 and have applied for asylum. Per-
sons falling into this category are not a homogenous group
and have, for example, different educational levels (Brücker
et al., 2020). However, seeking asylum in Germany means
entering a legal process that governs spatial and social mobil-
ity conditions in specific ways and therefore shapes refugees’
needs for counseling as well as access to housing or job mar-
kets (El-Kayed and Hamann, 2018).

2.2 Arrival and infrastructures: considering inclusive and
exclusive aspects

Rather than focusing on whole arrival areas, Meeus et
al. (2019) propose to look at specific infrastructures and de-
fine arrival infrastructures as those “parts of the urban fab-
ric within which newcomers become entangled upon arrival,
and where their future local or translocal social mobilities are
produced as much as negotiated” and where they “find the
stability to move on” (Meeus et al., 2019:1; see also Meeus
et al., 2020). Analyzing arrival through such an infrastruc-
tural lens is helpful as it focuses on the features that anchor
and support arrival in specific places. It is a way to analyze if,
how, and which characteristics of local contexts matter and
therefore a way to examine the underlying social mechanism
more closely. It furthermore does not label a whole context
or area as supportive of arrival. This opens up a wider range
of options to analyze arrival processes including the oppor-
tunity to understand such infrastructures as being fractured,
translocal, or located in non-residential or “atypical” areas
(Zhou, 2009; El-Kayed et al., 2020).

Yet the notion of arrival infrastructures as well as that of
arrival areas, spaces, or neighborhoods focuses more on in-
clusive, supportive, and social-mobility-enhancing features
of localities. The usage of arrival as an adjective implies a
primarily positive connotation. Saunders argues, for exam-
ple, that “the properly functioning arrival city provides a
social-mobility path into either the middle class or the sus-
tainable, permanently employed and propertied ranks of the
upper working class” (Saunders, 2011:20). Thus, there is a
danger of overlooking, first, exclusive features of typical ar-
rival areas or infrastructures (Haase et al., 2020; Felder et al.,

2020:62) and, second, different patterns of how local con-
texts shape arrival processes. The same area can, for exam-
ple, host very effective job information networks and at the
same time an educational infrastructure which is dysfunc-
tional for social upward mobility. Both are relevant infras-
tructures which shape the arrival process while offering very
different (in)accessibility to crucial resources. Furthermore,
not all arrival infrastructures are similarly inclusive or help-
ful to everyone. Their inclusivity or exclusivity can depend,
for instance, on categorizations and classifications based on
gender, age, country of origin, language skills, or racism.
Felder et al. (2020), for example, highlight the often “am-
biguous role” of arrival infrastructures, their barriers, and the
often limited and conditional resources therein (cf. Felder et
al., 2020:62). Different modes and constellations of local re-
source accessibility and resource provision also enter the de-
bate when different types of arrival areas are included in the
discussion (Gerten et al., 2022). Thus, in order to avoid an
a priori positive connotation of arrival, we do not use the
term arrival as an adjective for areas, contexts, or infrastruc-
tures here and instead examine the question of how locally
embedded infrastructures shape the process of arriving. This
enables an analysis of the positive and negative, as well as
ambiguous, effects of local infrastructures.

Here, we propose to understand arrival as a phase in the
migration process in which newly arrived migrants first en-
counter a new context – without including outcomes of this
process (such as social mobility or resource access) in the
definition. Whether, and what kind of, resource accessibility
or social mobility may be part of an arrival process can then
become an open question (or a dependent variable). Arrival
in this sense is of course not a clearly defined time frame
but rather a fuzzy one. Nonetheless, it differentiates the de-
bate from long-standing discussions on immigrant integra-
tion, which often focus on longer-term or multi-generational
time spans. The notion of arrival has, furthermore, the advan-
tage of being separated from negative connotations of inte-
gration concepts in public and academic debates. While con-
cepts of immigrant integration can also focus on resource ac-
cess and social inequality within immigrant societies, many
include aspects of cultural adjustment or assimilation, which
has provoked important critiques in the past (Hess et al.,
2009; Röder, 2019). The word integration, furthermore, in-
vokes the image of a “whole” into which outsiders need to
be integrated and therefore – implicitly or explicitly – tends
to homogenize the non-migrant part of society.

In sum, focusing on the arrival phase means examining
processes of initial orientation and situatedness such as nav-
igating bureaucratic systems, finding housing, or finding a
first job. We do not think that it is useful to try to limit this
phase to a set time frame of a specific period but instead in-
clude people in our research who are still in a phase of situat-
ing and orienting themselves. Especially for asylum seekers
who depend on legal processes, which often take years to
complete, arrival can take a long time, and problems with ac-
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cessing resources like housing can furthermore prolong this
period.

But what exactly are infrastructures and why is it useful
to study them? From the perspective of anthropology, soci-
ology, and social geography, the term infrastructure refers to
the socio-material underpinnings of social processes (Amin,
2014; Larkin, 2013; Müller et al., 2017). Larkin (2013) for
example, emphasizes the following:

Infrastructures are built networks that facilitate the
flow of goods, people, or ideas and allow for their
exchange over space. As physical form they shape
the nature of a network, the speed and direction of
its movement, its temporalities, and its vulnerabil-
ities to breakdown . . . Their peculiar ontology lies
in the facts that they are things and also the relation
between things. (Larkin, 2013:328–329)

Looking at infrastructures in this way therefore includes
examining how an infrastructure’s material and social fea-
tures shape access to various resources and services for spe-
cific social groups in specific places. This renders the con-
cept of infrastructure helpful to analyze local conditions of
resource access during arrival processes.

The analysis of infrastructure encompasses various fields.
Studies on technological infrastructures such as roads,
bridges, water pipes, or digital systems analyze questions of
power, politics, and social inequality via access to goods and
resources that are circulated by or through these technologi-
cal infrastructure networks – including the analysis of social
norms, rules, and networks that are essential to their opera-
tion (Amin, 2014; Angelo and Hentschel, 2015; McFarlane
and Rutherford, 2008; Star, 1999). The term “social infras-
tructure” refers to institutions and organizations which dis-
tribute and provide specific resources. Barlösius et al. (2011)
look at schools as an example for social infrastructure which
provides a specific kind of communication and interaction
(p. 154). Similarly, Klinenberg (2018) understands a wide
array of institutions, organizations, and facilities as social
infrastructures – from libraries, schools, and civic associa-
tions to parks, markets, and sidewalks (p. 16). These all have
in common the fact that they offer possibilities “to social-
ize and connect with others” and are to some degree pub-
lic (Latham and Leyton, 2019). Emphasizing social connec-
tions, Simone (2004) refers to “people as infrastructure”, as
“a conjunction of heterogeneous activities, modes of produc-
tion, and institutional forms” that constitute “highly mobile
and provisional possibilities for how people live and make
things, how they use the urban environment and collaborate
with one another” (Simone, 2004:410).

These studies provide a number of insights which are also
useful for the study of arrival. First, they steer the analysis
to the spatial interwovenness of material and social aspects
of accessing resources that then shape social inequality. This
allows for asking questions about the ways in which access
to resources is provided by and to specific places and how

it conversely shapes these places. Thus, the analysis of in-
frastructure provides, second, a socio-material view on state
power or questions of distributive justice and invokes ques-
tions such as for whom and where does the state and other
agents provide which kind of (non-)reliable access to re-
sources via which kind of infrastructural networks. Third,
connected to this, the literature on infrastructure sheds light
on the fact that infrastructure needs to be studied relation-
ally and that it can mean different things to different people,
or in the words of Star (1999), “One person’s infrastructure
is another’s topic, or difficulty” (Star, 1999:380). Mohkles
and Sunikka-Blank (2022), for example, show how women
in an informal settlement in Iran use different spaces than
men to socialize, feel safe, and be physically active. In this
article we show that this is an especially useful insight for
the study of arrival, as an infrastructure can provide one ar-
riving person with helpful resources and can be insignificant
or hurtful to the arrival process of another. This sheds light
on the importance of studying social boundaries (Lamont
and Molnár, 2002; Tilly, 2004) in the context of infrastruc-
ture and how they work across and along such boundaries
(see Lipsky, 1980, in regard to social infrastructures such as
schools or welfare offices). It furthermore emphasizes the im-
portance of focusing on the context in which refugees arrive
and therefore connects well with approaches that examine
different “opportunity structures” or degrees of receptivity
that refugees encounter in regard to policy, social relations,
or civic society structures (Glorius et al., 2021; Phillimore,
2021).

In the following we look at three different kinds of infras-
tructures which are central to gaining orientation in a new lo-
cal context: housing, social infrastructures, and public space.
Access to housing is a core part of arriving in a specific
local context (cf. Gardesse and Lelévrier, 2020:138). Asy-
lum seekers in Germany are allocated to a specific locality
where they usually have to live in collective accommodation
first. Even when they have completed the asylum process and
are able to look for private housing, they remain obliged to
live in the federal state (Bundesland) where they underwent
the process for another 3 years (exceptions apply as well as
more restrictive regulations in some regions; El-Kayed and
Hamann, 2018). The initial allocation to a region therefore
often establishes a strong path dependency. Respective gov-
ernment regulations and housing markets, as well as personal
networks and preferences, influence where refugees find ac-
cess to private housing. The way public space is experienced
is related to topics of personal security, encountering oth-
ers, and feelings of (un)familiarity (Low and Smith, 2006;
Blokland and Nast, 2014). Finally, we look at social infras-
tructures which we – following the literature cited above –
understand as organizations and institutions that provide a
specific form of communication and interaction (Barlösius et
al., 2011; Klinenberg, 2018). This includes, e.g., social work,
social services, or educational facilities such as kindergartens
and schools. These structures and the way they work are of-
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ten crucial in order to gain access to relevant information,
orientation, and support.

In our analysis we focus on the scale of the neighborhood
because we are interested in whether and how specific places
provide (or do not provide) specific resources and for whom.
However, we do not assume that these places are necessarily
the most crucial or the only places where refugees and other
new immigrants obtain access to resources that then struc-
ture their future social mobility. Furthermore, places do not
provide resources exclusively for their residents and are also
co-produced by structures and regulations on other scales –
e.g., via citywide or national regulations and dynamics. Still,
the kinds of infrastructures provided in the immediate resi-
dential environment influence to what extent people need to
look for resources elsewhere. Whether they can do so is then
also dependent on the availability of resources on the city
or regional scale as well as on the availability of mobility
or communication infrastructures (Berg, 2022; Mehl et al.,
2023). Focusing on the neighborhood scale is therefore a rel-
evant starting place for analysis.

3 Methods

We explore these questions on the basis of material from the
research project “Welcoming Neighborhoods”, which exam-
ined from 2017 to 2021 the questions of in which kinds of
local contexts refugees gain access to key resources such as
housing, support, and participation and how their access to
these resources is locally negotiated and lived. In the project,
we compared four neighborhoods whose socio-economic
composition and previous migration histories varied system-
atically as we were interested in the ways in which these
two factors influenced the reception of refugees on different
levels. Two neighborhoods in our comparison had a rather
low socio-economic profile but varied in their migration ex-
perience – one of them, Berlin-Kreuzberg, had extensive
previous migration experience, whereas the other, Dresden-
Gorbitz, had not. The second set of neighborhoods also dif-
fered in their previous experience with migration while their
socio-economic status was higher (Stuttgart-Untertürkheim
and Hamburg-Eppendorf). In the following we focus on the
first set of neighborhoods with a rather low socio-economic
status as they can be seen as representing a long-standing
context of arrival on the one hand and a newly developing
context of arrival on the other hand.

In each of the neighborhoods, we conducted qualitative in-
terviews with refugees who came to Germany since 2014/15
and live in or use the selected neighborhoods. The refugees
we talked to either were allocated to the neighborhoods
through administrative processes or had been able to find
private housing there – the extent to which either was ac-
cessible varies substantially across the examined neighbor-
hoods, as we will see below. In these interviews we were
interested in the participants’ experiences in the neighbor-

hoods and whether and how they accessed various resources
such as housing or social support in them. Qualitative inter-
views with local key actors from the fields of social work,
civil society, city politics, or administration were also part of
the research project as well as a standardized survey that was
conducted among the established resident population and in-
cluded inter alia questions on attitudes towards refugees or
civil society support for refugees. In the following, we are
interested in how refugees encounter local infrastructures
upon arrival in a typical, established immigrant neighbor-
hood as opposed to a context where migration is not a well-
established phenomenon. Therefore, we mainly use material
from our interviews with refugees. However, the analysis be-
low is also informed by other parts of the research (El-Kayed
et al., 2021).

In Berlin-Kreuzberg we interviewed 17 and in Dresden-
Gorbitz 14 refugees aged 18 or older (all interviews were
conducted in 2019). The interviewees arrived in Germany
between 2013 and 2019, and their period of use of or res-
idence in the neighborhoods varied from a few weeks to a
few years. In all of the interviews, major topics were finding
housing, jobs or education, and securing a residence status
– either currently or retrospectively – which is why we con-
sider all interviews relevant to explore conditions of arrival.
The length of the interviews varied from 30 to 90 min and
were mostly conducted with interpreters who translated the
interviews into German or English (see Table 1). The role of
interpreters has different effects that require reflection both
in the interview situation itself and while analyzing the in-
terview material: first, interpreters reduce language barriers
and enable participation in interviews in the preferred lan-
guage. At the same time, however, the interpreters’ transla-
tion is an interpretative social practice and not merely a re-
production of what is said in another language – even if ev-
erything is translated “correctly”. Interpreters, secondly, add
an additional perspective: they bring in subjective notions as
they have a mediating role between different representational
systems – often in a third-person narrative (cf. among oth-
ers Husseini de Araújo and Kersting, 2012; Mattissek et al.,
2013). Both aspects were taken into account in the following
analyses. In the following, we indicate when an interview
was conducted with an interpreter in the introduction to quo-
tations (e.g., “The interpreter translates”). In these cases, the
interviewees’ accounts are given in the third person through
the voice of the interpreter.

4 Patterns of inclusion and exclusion in local
infrastructures

The two neighborhoods from our case study represent very
different local constellations of infrastructures that shape ar-
rival processes. The aim here is to discuss which access to
resources these spaces provide and, in doing so, to take a dif-
ferentiated look at three different kinds of infrastructures in
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Table 1. Key characteristics of interviewees in Berlin-Kreuzberg
and Dresden-Gorbitz.

Berlin- Dresden-
Kreuzberg Gorbitz

Time of arrival in neighborhood

2013–2015 6 3
2016–2019 11 11

Gender

Female 5 8
Male 11 6
Other/diverse 1 0

Age

18–30 5 7
31–50 13 6
51+ 0 0

Living

In own flat 6 14
In collective accommodation 11 0

Living

In neighborhood 13 14
Outside of neighborhood but using it 4 0

Conducted with interpreter

Yes 13 13
No 4 1

Total number of interviewees 17 14

these contexts: (1) housing, (2) public space, and (3) social
infrastructure with a focus on social services. These infras-
tructures are often intertwined in the ways they work. This is
for example the case when counseling services help refugees
to find housing or when public space is co-constituted by
the presence of civic organizations and their events. Further-
more, they are co-created by other infrastructures. In the case
of refugees, state administrations on several scales enforce
and regulate welfare criteria and asylum procedures which
are especially important for the question of how and where
refugees can find housing.

The aim of the following comparison is not to explain how
the different infrastructure constellations in the two neigh-
borhoods came about but to explore how these constellations
shape the arrival or refugees and give (or do not give) them
access to crucial resources such as housing or social support
in a multidimensional approach.

4.1 Berlin-Kreuzberg

In Berlin, the study area is a part of the inner-city district
Kreuzberg and includes areas with a high density and mix

of commercial or cultural facilities and residential houses,
as well as purely residential streets. The area is character-
ized by a long history of migration as well as experiences
of social deprivation and has a well-established infrastruc-
ture of social work, counseling services, and civic initiatives
which have extensive experiences of working with people of
diverse backgrounds. The district has been shaped by migra-
tion since the 1960s when work migration to post-war West
Germany started. Then it received mainly immigrants from
Türkiye (anglicized Turkey) and is now home to a wide range
of immigrant groups. Kreuzberg as a whole is well known for
its diverse population, active leftist scene, and numerous art
and cultural venues. The area we studied lies at the periph-
ery of the district and includes fewer of the pre-war buildings
that other parts of the district are famous for and has a higher
number of purely residential blocks built in the post-war era.
However, there is still a considerable mix of commercial,
civic, and cultural facilities in the area as well as close by.
In 2018, the share of the population without German citizen-
ship in our study area was 35.9 % (Berlin: 20.0 %) and the
share of people registered as unemployed was 9.4 % (Berlin:
4.2 %). Since 2014/15, refugees have been accommodated
in the neighborhood primarily in two collective accommo-
dations to which they were assigned. The housing market in
the neighborhood has been increasingly tight and strongly
characterized by rising rents and gentrification for a num-
ber of years. Due to these reasons, only a limited number
of refugees have been able to find private apartments in the
neighborhood (El-Kayed et al., 2021). Here, we interviewed
both refugees who live in the neighborhood and refugees who
use infrastructure in the neighborhood but do not reside there.

4.1.1 Housing: high barriers to find private housing

In the interviews, refugees living in Kreuzberg often mention
that the neighborhood has become the center of their life.
However, most of the refugees we spoke to have not been
able to find private housing there and still live in collective
accommodation. They consider their chances of finding an
apartment in the neighborhood to be very low due to various
barriers. As mentioned above, rents in the study area have
been rising rapidly in recent years. In addition, refugees of-
ten lack information, orientation, and support when looking
for apartments. This gets further complicated by language
barriers, bureaucratic and other requirements for applications
(e.g., filling out forms for public authorities), and discrim-
inatory attitudes by landlords. Local initiatives often find it
difficult to provide the necessary support during the search
for housing due to limited funds and personnel. Because of
such barriers, most residents we spoke to have been living in
shared state accommodation for several years although they
are legally allowed to move out of it. Some interviewees have
concerns about having to move to less immigrant and less
central neighborhoods of Berlin, where they expect a higher
level of racist hostility. One interviewee described her ex-
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periences in such neighborhoods in an interview which we
conducted with an interpreter, who translated her account as
follows:

When she lived there in [a less central, less im-
migrant neighborhood] . . . she didn’t feel comfort-
able. For example, when she went shopping at
the supermarket, everyone looked at her strangely,
so she didn’t feel welcome at all. Although she
now hears that there are now many Arabs, but she
doesn’t want to move there again. (Interview 3-4)

Overall, the housing market in Kreuzberg remains pre-
dominantly closed for newly arrived refugees. Due to numer-
ous barriers and a lack of support services, many refugees
we interviewed have been living in a shelter for years.
However, living there is not the only aspect that ties peo-
ple to Kreuzberg. Many interviewees we talked to come to
Kreuzberg – even though some of them live quite far away –
to use the diverse social infrastructures (e.g., counseling ser-
vices, language courses), to meet and connect to people, or to
feel comfortable in the experienced everydayness of diversity
in Kreuzberg (see below).

4.1.2 Public space: blending in for some, racist
discrimination for others

When we asked refugees how they would describe the
neighborhood in Kreuzberg, most said that they experience
Kreuzberg as a super-diverse neighborhood that is character-
ized by openness and accessibility. Almost all interviewees
referred positively to the public visibility of previous mi-
gration history and the presence of different socio-economic
groups and political initiatives in the neighborhood. Often
connected to the visible diversity in public space, the expe-
rience of feeling safe and comfortable in the neighborhood
dominates among the interviewed refugees. This includes in
particular the experience of hardly being noticed and being
able to “blend in” on the street. This is especially the case
for refugees from Middle Eastern countries. One interviewee
describes the feeling of being “almost equal” as well as the
feeling of “no insecurity” in public space, especially “look-
ing at the fact that there are many, many Arabs here” (Inter-
view 3-4).

In addition, most interview partners highlight the many op-
portunities in the neighborhood to meet and socialize. One
points to the mix and density of stores and gastronomic of-
ferings and states,

You don’t have to walk around for a long time to
find everything, even restaurants or something. (In-
terview 3-16)

Another interviewee highlights the multiple language re-
sources that open up lots of conversational opportunities for
him, as becomes clear in the translation of his account by an
interpreter:

He usually sits in a café at [central place] and has
met many nice people there. He talks to them in
French or Arabic . . . And that’s why he likes the
whole atmosphere very much. (Interview 3-12)

Linked to situations like this, many interviewees move in
a kind of “comfort zone”, in which they tend to expect and
experience inclusive attitudes and develop a kind of public
familiarity with the area (Blokland and Nast, 2014).

However, despite this experienced everydayness of diver-
sity (Wessendorf, 2016; Wise and Velayutham, 2009), dis-
crimination also takes place, even if such situations are de-
scribed less frequently in comparison with the other neigh-
borhoods in the study. Especially Black refugees report racist
discrimination in Kreuzberg at a much higher level than other
interviewees – for example in cafés, by neighbors in their
apartment building, or in public space. One of the main is-
sues during their everyday life is racist profiling by the po-
lice. One interviewee expresses that this results in a perma-
nent danger of criminalization and a specific “vulnerability of
African refugees” and concludes, “I am not safe here when
the police is always there” (Interview 3-16). In concordance
with these accounts, we understand public space in the fol-
lowing as an infrastructure which has inclusive and exclusive
aspects. It is often regulated (Low and Smith, 2006) and can
shape feelings of familiarity and security and can give access
to information as well as to fleeting contacts and communi-
cations (Blokland and Nast, 2014). On the other hand, public
spaces and the social interactions within them can also be
experienced as insecure, discriminatory, and threatening.

Thus, despite being often described as a very inclusive
place, Kreuzberg is not a neighborhood free of discrimina-
tion but one whose public and semi-public spaces like cafés
or restaurants are characterized by differentiated and situated
processes of inclusion and exclusion. While many refugees
– especially from the Middle East – feel safe and “at home”
in most situations, others – especially Black refugees – en-
counter a higher number of discriminatory and dangerous in-
teractions. The infrastructure of public space(s) co-created
by people (Simone, 2004) and institutions (here especially
the police) in this established immigrant neighborhood re-
sults therefore in varying experiences of access, comfortabil-
ity, (un)easiness, or danger – structured along different kinds
of racialized social boundaries.

4.1.3 Social infrastructure: inclusive services and
support gaps

Looking at social infrastructure, the neighborhood in
Kreuzberg is characterized by a dense network of social work
and civil society actors that provide services for refugees and
others with migration histories. Some institutions and associ-
ations emerged in the course of earlier migratory movements
and have long-standing experiences in providing counseling
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and support in the context of migration, discrimination, and
racism (El-Kayed et al., 2021).

In our interviews, refugees mention different existing
counseling and support services in the neighborhood which
are helpful in various respects. Especially the widespread
multilingualism in local institutions and initiatives is often
mentioned as a distinct feature of the local social infrastruc-
ture. One refugee described his experience with a local as-
sociation that provides support for various concerns, and the
interpreter translated his account during the interview:

[There is a kind of association that is helping immi-
grants] and he went there . . . There was a translator
for everybody, like every language, like Arabic and
Farsi, and they were working for free for them, and
he was taking all the letters he was receiving there.
(Interview 3-7)

Other helpful services which were mentioned by refugees
include, inter alia, volunteer-organized language courses,
which according to several interviewees who do not live in
the area are a central reason why they come to Kreuzberg
every day. Such services turn Kreuzberg into a center of
such social infrastructures which are helpful for recent im-
migrants. Here, we can see that not only a certain area’s so-
cial infrastructure but also its public space can be important
for a wider range of users, beyond its immediate residents
(El-Kayed, 2018; Hanhörster and Weck, 2016).

Supportive social infrastructures are, again, not accessible
to all refugees in the same way. Particularly, Black refugees
from African countries told us that they hardly find any insti-
tutionalized support structures. One interviewee shared the
impression that they are often not considered a main target
group in the local counseling centers, for example in the area
of asylum law. He could find only one local initiative that ex-
plicitly provides counseling for refugees from African coun-
tries.

Thus, on the one hand counseling and support structures
in Kreuzberg are well established, quite dense, and inclusive
as they cover many languages and needs. They enable access
to information, medical care, and legal advice for refugees.
On the other hand, this infrastructure is not accessible to all
refugees in the same way. Rather, access to and functions of
these social infrastructures often only cater to certain groups
in terms of countries of origin, languages, or the legal frame
under which people migrate.

4.1.4 Kreuzberg – summary

In sum the researched area of Kreuzberg is a highly diverse
neighborhood where experiences of migration, poverty, and
gentrification are present. On the one hand Kreuzberg can
be described as inclusive in regard to its social infrastructure
and public as well as semi-public spaces. On the other hand,
housing options are highly limited. Looking at these different
dimensions, we can see that this neighborhood hosts support-

ive as well as exclusive infrastructures at the same time and
that we therefore need a multidimensional understanding of
infrastructures in order to see what exactly offers resource ac-
cess to whom in which places. This example also shows that
the present infrastructures do not offer access to resources
for all refugees. While the dense social infrastructures cover
diverse language resources and needs, Black refugees from
African countries experience considerable gaps in the land-
scape of services. Many interviewees also emphasize that
they mostly feel familiar and comfortable in public and semi-
public spaces – especially compared to other neighborhoods
in our sample. However, not all situations are free from dis-
crimination and racism, and this is, again, particularly the
case for Black refugees, who often encounter racist hostili-
ties as well as racial profiling by the police. There is a need to
consider such racialized and other social boundary processes
when looking at infrastructures in the context of arrival and
to ask which kind of infrastructures support resource access
and social mobility for whom.

4.2 Dresden-Gorbitz

Gorbitz is a high-rise, mostly residential area in Dresden.
The neighborhood consists of a large housing estate; it has
only a few commercial structures and had a relatively low
level of migration experiences among its residents prior to
2014/15. The resident population experiences high rates of
social deprivation and poverty. In 2018, the unemployment
rate in Gorbitz was 13 % (Dresden: 4.8 %). The housing es-
tate was built in the 1980s during the German Democratic
Republic (GDR) era and was considered a socially mixed and
popular residential area back then due to its modern apart-
ments. Since then, the neighborhood has gone through vari-
ous changes including the downsizing of local infrastructure,
population loss, and collective experiences of marginaliza-
tion after the end of the GDR. In the 1990s, almost a third
of residents moved out of the neighborhood, a time during
which the neighborhood was also home to an active right-
wing scene according to many local actors. It was not until
2011 that population numbers started rising again (El-Kayed
et al., 2021; Landeshauptstadt Dresden Kommunale Statis-
tikstelle, 2020).

Migration in the GDR was mainly shaped by so-called
contract workers’ migration from Vietnam, Mozambique,
Angola, or Cuba, and these migrants often had to leave af-
ter German reunification in 1990. During the 1990s migra-
tion to East German cities was mainly shaped by migrants
from post-Soviet states (Weiss, 2018). Compared to many
West German cities and regions, the share of immigrants
remained, however, rather low. Since 2014/15 the number
of refugee residents rose in many East German cities, es-
pecially in peripheral high-rise estates (Helbig and Jähnen,
2019). This is mostly due to a combination of housing mar-
ket structures and legal regulations that limit the residential
movement of refugees to the region where they went through
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the asylum application for 3 years after they acquire a res-
idence permit (El-Kayed and Hamann, 2018). This in com-
bination with housing market structures and social welfare
regulations sorted refugees into this type of neighborhood,
which offers an available and affordable housing stock that is
often owned by large private real-estate companies that build
their financial model on tenants who receive social welfare
(Forschungsverbund StadtumMig 2023).

In the case of Dresden, the city accommodated a signifi-
cant number of refugees in shared apartments in Gorbitz, and
many refugees were able to find private housing in the neigh-
borhood when the city’s obligation to accommodate them
ended. This contributed significantly to the increase in res-
idents without German citizenship in Gorbitz from 7.1 % in
2014 to 15.9 % in 2018. Gorbitz has many institutions that
offer social work and counseling services; however, many of
them had only limited experiences of working with clients
with an immigrant background before 2014/15 (El-Kayed et
al., 2021).

4.2.1 Housing: accessibility and no other choice

All refugees we interviewed live in an apartment in the neigh-
borhood. Unlike in Kreuzberg, refugees often moved to Gor-
bitz because of easy access to apartments due to available
housing and affordable rents – not because they were very
fond of the area. One person’s account was translated by an
interpreter like this:

Before he moved here, he had a friend who lived
here in another building . . . Back then, he could
never have imagined that he would end up liv-
ing here, too, because he didn’t really want to live
here . . . But he lives here now anyway because the
rent is still affordable. It’s cheaper than living in
the [inner city]. So moving would not be an option
for him now. (Interview 3-49)

Another interviewee explains that the only apartment she
could find that suited the welfare office’s criteria was in Gor-
bitz. Others were already housed in Gorbitz by the city dur-
ing their asylum procedure and found an apartment here af-
terwards. In other cases, refugees wanted to move from rural
areas to a larger city, and social contacts connected them to
Gorbitz. Still refugees encountered barriers such as lack of
information or language accessibility when looking for apart-
ments. Support was mainly provided by personal contacts.

Most of the interviewees moved into their first apartment
in Gorbitz after having stayed in shared accommodation.
Thus, moving into the neighborhood initially meant a huge
gain in autonomy and independence for them. One person
describes the following, translated by an interpreter in the
third person:

She was actually so happy when she moved here
because she could finally be reunited with her fam-

ily. She could cook, organize her own daily life,
wear her clothes like this. (Interview 3-48)

Still, many refugee residents we talked to said that they
wanted to move away from Gorbitz or Dresden in the long
term. The reasons they mentioned were mainly the lacking
variety of infrastructure (shops, restaurants, organizations,
etc.) and daily experienced racist hostility. But mainly be-
cause of their financial situation, most of the refugees hardly
saw a chance to move. That said, a few interviewees also
emphasized that they wanted to stay in the neighborhood
because their children have their kindergarten, school, and
friends there or because of local organizations that offer sup-
port.

4.2.2 Public space: visibility and hostility

With regard to perceptions and experiences in public space,
there is a tension in the interviewees’ narrations between ex-
periencing Gorbitz, on the one hand, as a quiet residential
area with an increasing presence of migrant residents and,
on the other hand, as a place where they feel exposed and
threatened in public space. Families in particular describe the
neighborhood as very child-friendly due to the proximity of
playgrounds, parks, schools, or kindergartens as well as due
to little traffic in the neighborhood. One mother describes,

Gorbitz is very nice because it is quiet and also a
bit more closed, also because of the public trans-
port. The children are safe here and can play in the
street . . . We have more space here [than in the city
center]. (Interview 3-52)

At the same time, the refugees notice that the neighbor-
hood is less characterized by other immigrants than, for ex-
ample, the inner city. Almost all of the interviewees mention
that they feel very visible in the neighborhood and are hardly
able to “blend in” on the street.

Almost everyone we interviewed reported experiencing re-
jection and hostility on an almost daily basis. Such experi-
ences take place, for example, on the street, at bus stops, or
in the apartment building and range from aggressive com-
plaints, racist insults, and damage to property to physical
assaults – the latter being reported in particular by women
wearing headscarves and by Black residents.

Another central issue is complaints by neighbors in the
apartment building due to (alleged) (children’s) noise, food
smells, and uncleanliness. In the context of such conflicts,
racist comments are often made and some neighbors engage
in outright threats: a Muslim woman reports that neighbors
poured leftover pork and dog excrement on her doormat; an-
other person told us that he was regularly insulted on his way
home by an elderly neighbor and that dog owners let dogs
run close behind their children. Racist profiling by the po-
lice is also an issue in Gorbitz. A Black refugee is regularly
stopped by the police in a square near his apartment: “the po-
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lice check me quite often and ask for IDs . . . because I look
different” (Interview 3-51).

Due to these conflicts and the discrimination described
above, living together in the neighborhood remains tense and
insecure for most refugees. Particularly the hostility in the
immediate living environment significantly restricts privacy
and security. Some interviewees told us that due to the hos-
tile atmosphere in the neighborhood, they often visit the in-
ner city, where they feel more comfortable. They mentioned
that it is easier to “blend in” in the inner city where they
also feel more familiar and connected at the same time, due
to social networks and various infrastructures that are more
established there.

4.2.3 Social infrastructure: missing and emerging
infrastructures

As already indicated, Gorbitz consists mainly of residential
areas. However, social facilities such as schools and kinder-
gartens are mostly within walking distance. Yet no refugee
describes the existing social infrastructure (clubs, schools,
kindergartens, shopping facilities, etc.) as diverse or migrant-
oriented. In terms of access to social infrastructures, most
of the interviewees experience language barriers and dis-
criminatory treatment as the biggest obstacles. For example,
communication in local institutions such as schools, kinder-
gartens, doctors’ offices, or government agencies is difficult
due to a lack of multilingual services (e.g., staff or informa-
tion materials), so the support they offer is limited. What we
can see, however, is that in the instances where changes are
made they result in an immediate improvement. One mother
describes the introduction of multilingual staff in her child’s
school:

This year they have an Arabic professional in the
school as a social worker . . . so that communica-
tion is possible in Arabic . . . I find that very good.
(Interview 3-47)

Similarly, some interviewees state that they have found ac-
cess to support and participation through local organizations
offering for example children and youth social work or fo-
cusing on women’s and girls’ health. They offer counseling
and translation, as well as initiate encounters in the neigh-
borhood through meetings and events that also strengthen
networks between refugees (e.g., cooking groups and fam-
ily breakfasts). Again, language is a core factor as refugees
emphasize that Arabic- or Farsi-speaking staff are key con-
tacts for them and are missing in most other local institutions.
One interviewee even describes such associations as crucial
for her motivation to stay in the neighborhood:

There I could be in contact with Germans and with
others . . . [The organization] is like my new family.
And when the [organization] moves, I move with
them (Interview 3-44).

4.2.4 Gorbitz – summary

In sum Gorbitz offers relatively good access to housing and
therefore to a life outside of the restrictions of shelters. While
many refugees – especially families – like the calmness of the
neighborhood, many experience racist, hostile, and threaten-
ing encounters in public and semi-public spaces. With regard
to the existing social infrastructures, the material shows that
social workers in Gorbitz have done a great deal to open up
the neighborhood and create, inter alia, multilingual offer-
ings. These social infrastructures give access to support in an
otherwise often hostile context. They provide important re-
sources that enable refugees to network, organize their fam-
ily life, and receive social support, among other things. Yet
according to our material, they mainly reach families. Fur-
thermore, other kinds of social infrastructure like school or
kindergarten are places where refugees experience language
barriers, discrimination, and exclusion.

5 Discussion: local infrastructural constellations of
inclusion and exclusion

Comparing Berlin-Kreuzberg and Dresden-Gorbitz, we see
that both offer different conditions for arrival: Kreuzberg
hosts a wide variety and mix of social infrastructures that
support arrival processes by offering multilingual informa-
tion and counseling and that connect people with one an-
other. Such a mundaneness of diversity is also present in the
way most refugees experience public space there. However,
the area is characterized by a highly exclusive housing mar-
ket. In Dresden-Gorbitz, on the other hand, many refugees
found private housing, which offers access to privacy and a
self-determined life. Public space, though, is in general ex-
perienced as hostile and dangerous, which also extends to
semi-public spaces in public transport or apartment build-
ings. Refugees living in Gorbitz paint a mixed picture when
it comes to social infrastructure like schools, kindergartens,
neighborhood centers, and counseling services: while many
local institutions are experienced as inaccessible due to lan-
guage barriers and discriminatory experiences, there are oth-
ers that offer support and that have established multilingual
services since 2014/15. The latter were often experienced
as supportive islands in an environment which is otherwise
mainly perceived as hostile.

These two cases do not comprehensively cover the range
of possible, existing, or dominant conditions encountered in
arrival, nor did we cover all relevant dimensions of infras-
tructures that affect the arrival process. Still, what we can see
from this comparison is that both contexts offer inclusive and
exclusive infrastructural constellations which cannot be fully
grasped if we were to label one or both of these neighbor-
hoods as an “arrival area”. Instead, it is important, first, to
not only focus on inclusive factors but also consider exclu-
sive processes in the debate on and study of arrival. Second,
it is crucial to identify which kind of infrastructure in a local
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context is inclusive or exclusive for recent immigrants and
to what extent. Third, it is necessary to recognize in analy-
ses that not all forms of inclusivity and exclusivity of local
infrastructures work the same for all groups. In Kreuzberg,
for example, Black refugees experienced more threats, hos-
tility, and police checks than refugees from the Middle East,
who have often reported being able to blend in in public
space. Another example are multilingual services and the
languages they do and do not offer. Furthermore, housing
markets can be selective along racialized social boundaries,
income groups, accessibility via social networks, or access
to social welfare benefits. It is therefore important to include
racialized and other social boundary processes in analyses of
the role of infrastructures in arrival processes in order to un-
derstand which infrastructures offer access to resources and
social mobility to whom.

If we do look not at whole areas but instead at specific lo-
cal infrastructures and the way they affect arrival processes
in inclusive as well as exclusive ways, we are able to, first,
specify which kinds of infrastructures and infrastructural net-
works are important for arrival and how. Second, we are
better able to see which kinds of infrastructures are help-
ful and provide resources for one category of people while
possibly being dysfunctional for another. Such an infrastruc-
tural view on arrival processes is therefore instrumental to
understanding who can access specific resources where and
how this then affects the production of social inequalities and
(im)mobility. However, going beyond immediate resource
access and analyzing social inequality and (im)mobility re-
quire a longer-term perspective than the analysis in this paper
is able to offer. Furthermore, all three kinds of infrastructure
we looked at here, housing, public space, and social infras-
tructure, are embedded in processes and structures located
outside the immediate neighborhoods. For a full analysis of
how these infrastructures work, we would need to analyze the
(translocal) networks as well as the meso- and macro-level
processes within which they are embedded and co-produced.
Questions that arise in this context are for example how re-
cent immigrants get access to resources in different places or
how the local processes in the two depicted neighborhoods
are embedded in larger developments of asylum regulations,
housing commodification, gentrification, segregation, depri-
vation, and structural racism. One relevant question would
be, for example, how immigrants access support beyond their
immediate residential neighborhood or if different immigrant
groups rely on such extra-local support more often because
of the social boundaries they encounter in their immedi-
ate residential environment (El-Kayed, 2018). We could see
some indications of this in the interviews with refugees who
do not live in Kreuzberg but come there frequently to use
the support infrastructure present there. In our material we
could not find examples for digital support structures, but es-
pecially after the COVID-19 pandemic it would be interest-
ing to see if digitalization plays a role here and whether it can
to some extent compensate for gaps in the local infrastructure

or if digitalization increases existing support gaps instead of
closing them (Berg, 2022).
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