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Abstract. In recent years, numerous studies have stressed the importance of established migrants helping new-
comers access settlement information. This article focuses on the everyday practices of these so-called “arrival
brokers” in supporting newcomers in their initial arrival process. The analysis combines the theoretical strands
on “arrival infrastructures”, arrival brokers, and the concept of solidarity. The qualitative empirical research in an
arrival neighbourhood in the German city of Dortmund shows that arrival brokers support newcomers by sharing
arrival-specific knowledge and by structuring the arrival infrastructure network. These practices can be attributed
to a situational place-based solidarity. The article shows that using the infrastructure perspective for analysing
migrants’ brokering practices helps us understand the transformative power wielded by migrants themselves in
making, shaping, and maintaining arrival support structures.

1 Introduction

I left my number in an Afghan grocery store. When
Afghans go there and ask for help, the shopkeeper
gives them my number. If they need help, they can
just call. (Milad, 20, Afghanistan, personal com-
munication, 2021)

An Afghan refugee, 20-year-old Milad (all persons inter-
viewed in this study were given pseudonyms by the author),
arrived in Dortmund 3 years ago, where he was supported by
an advisory organisation for refugees. He now works there
as a volunteer. In his free time, he contacts immigrants in
need of help, building on the experience he has collected so
far. The example of Milad shows that there are “informal”
support structures in arrival neighbourhoods accessible for
newcomers in need of support or experiencing difficulties in
“navigating the system”.

In recent years, a number of studies have emerged on the
role of established migrants in providing access to settle-
ment information (Bakewell et al., 2012; Wessendorf, 2018;
Phillimore et al., 2018). These studies reveal that “arrival

brokers” (Hanhörster and Wessendorf, 2020) can play an im-
portant role in the arrival process of immigrants, providing
them with support, for example in dealing with public au-
thorities, and sharing arrival-specific knowledge such as local
information on affordable housing or job vacancies. These
studies emphasise the significance of informal networks as a
way for migrants to share information and receive help.1

Such brokering practices are predominantly observed in
arrival neighbourhoods, highly dynamic spaces characterised
by immigration, fluctuating populations, and a concentra-
tion of arrival-specific infrastructures (Saunders, 2011; Han-
hörster and Wessendorf, 2020). More often than not, such
neighbourhoods are highly diverse, both socially and ethni-
cally. The ongoing influx of migrants into already highly di-
versified spaces results in “new complexities [that] are ‘lay-
ered’ on top of and positioned with regard to pre-existing pat-

1The literature indicates that there are also a lot of volunteers
without a migration background who help newcomers with their
language skills or with relevant settlement information (Kohlbacher,
2020; Saltiel, 2020). However, the focus of this study is on immi-
grants themselves, analysing their specific role in shaping arrivals.
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terns of diversity” (Vertovec, 2015:2). Various studies point
to growing challenges related to increasing migration-driven
social and ethnic diversity. For example, concerns have been
raised about the ability of state service providers to respond
to the welfare needs of a diversifying and ever-changing pop-
ulation (Phillimore, 2015). Closely linked to the debate on ar-
rival neighbourhoods and super-diverse contexts is the con-
cept of “arrival infrastructures” (Meeus et al., 2019). This
concept shifts the focus to infrastructural opportunities pro-
viding access to arrival-specific resources, taking both insti-
tutional infrastructures and informal practices into account.

To date, little is known about these informal practices and
the role played by individuals in providing information and
resources. This calls for more nuanced empirical research on
the phenomenon of arrival brokering in super-diverse con-
texts, i.e. research analysing the forms and extent of these
practices, as well as individuals’ motives for their behaviour.
Focusing on established migrants in an arrival neighbour-
hood in Dortmund (Germany) who act as arrival brokers by
providing arrival-specific knowledge and support, this study
analyses their agency from an arrival infrastructure perspec-
tive, seeking to answer the following questions:

– Where and how (among which groups of people and in
which situations) does an exchange of arrival-specific
knowledge between established and more recent immi-
grants take place?

– What motivates arrival brokers to share their knowledge
and what is the role of place in such processes?

– How do arrival brokers support the initial arrival process
of newcomers?

The term “arrival” is understood in this study as the pro-
cess of accessing various functional, social, and symbolic
resources to make progress in various societal sectors and
navigate the system. This process can be longer or shorter
(e.g. depending on one’s own networks or residence status).

The article is structured as follows. Section 2 pulls to-
gether the theoretical strands on arrival infrastructures, ar-
rival brokering, and the concept of solidarity. Section 3
presents the case study area and the research design, while
Sect. 4 highlights the empirical findings on the extent of in-
formal arrival brokering practices and motivations. Section 5
analyses the extent to which arrival brokers support the ar-
rival process of newcomers in the initial arrival period, refer-
ring to debates on integration and taking account of the role
of place for these processes. In the conclusion (Sect. 6), the
political dimension of this study is discussed and recommen-
dations for further research are formulated.

2 Accessing arrival-specific resources in
super-diverse neighbourhoods

2.1 Arrival infrastructures and arrival brokering

Numerous studies have investigated migrants’ arrival pro-
cesses in a new place, with many of them conceptualis-
ing “arrival” under the term integration. Although the term
is contested and widely criticised (for an overview, see
Phillimore, 2020; Spencer and Charsley, 2021), it can be use-
ful as an analytical concept as it focuses on the process of
accessing resources and making progress in various societal
sectors such as employment, housing, education, and health
(Ager and Strang, 2008). While “integration” can be related
to all societal groups, “arrival” focuses specifically on new-
comers. The “turn to arrival” (Wilson, 2022:3459) therefore
shifts the focus to the initial period of arriving in a new place
and the related challenges of accessing resources that help
one gain a foothold in the new surroundings. It is important
to note that although the concept focuses on the initial period,
arrival – as in most integration concepts – is not understood
as a state to be achieved but as a permanent process. The “ar-
rival lens” helps us better understand the relevance of place,
i.e. of certain arrival spaces, and the infrastructures available
there.

An emerging body of literature is looking at the relevance
of place and the role of local differences in arrival opportu-
nities (Robinson, 2010; Platts-Fowler and Robinson, 2015;
Phillimore, 2020). Although research has demonstrated that
new media and virtual networks play an important role for
newcomers (Schrooten, 2012; Dekker and Engbersen, 2014;
Udwan et al., 2020), the above-mentioned studies show that
the local context continues to be of particular relevance for
forming social relationships and for immigrants’ access to
support.

One dominant feature influencing arrival opportunities are
arrival infrastructures. Research suggests that these can con-
tribute significantly to migrants’ access to resources in the
initial arrival period (Meeus et al., 2019, 2020; Wessendorf,
2022). The term refers to concentrations of institutions, or-
ganisations, and players, facilitating arrival by providing
arrival-specific information. These include formal support
structures provided by the state, e.g. language schools or
public advisory organisations as well as infrastructures es-
tablished by non-governmental stakeholders, such as (mi-
grant) advisory organisations, which often emerge in re-
sponse to state policies (Schrooten and Meeus, 2020:419).
The term also points to informal infrastructures and local
service providers such as cafés, restaurants, ethnic shops,
and hairdressers (Schrooten and Meeus, 2020:415). These
infrastructures not only support newcomers in maintain-
ing their transnational lifestyles but also facilitate arrival
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by acting as information hubs and places of encounter2,
thereby contributing to an exchange of resources (Hall et
al., 2017; Wessendorf and Phillimore, 2019; Hans and Han-
hörster, 2020). One of the most relevant contributions from
an arrival infrastructure perspective is the consideration not
only of the physical infrastructures facilitating arrival con-
sidered but also of the key role played by specific play-
ers or groups within these. In recent years, several studies
have looked at the role of long-established migrants in pro-
viding access to settlement information. Terms used to de-
scribe their function include “migrant infrastructures” (Hall
et al., 2017), “soft infrastructures” (Boost and Oosterlynck,
2019), and “infrastructures of super-diversity” (Blommaert,
2014) (for an overview, see Wessendorf, 2022). Empha-
sising their mediating role and with reference to the term
“migrant brokers” (Lindquist et al., 2012), Hanhörster and
Wessendorf (2020) refer to these individuals and groups
as “arrival brokers”, i.e. established (descendants of) immi-
grants with settlement experience who provide newcomers
from various backgrounds with settlement information based
on their arrival-specific knowledge (Phillimore et al., 2018;
Wessendorf, 2018). Often acting within physically accessible
locations such as shops, libraries, and (migrant) advisory or-
ganisations (Wessendorf, 2022), they support newcomers in-
formally, helping them to bridge the “structural holes” (Burt,
1992) in the infrastructure network. Studies suggest that re-
lationships with arrival brokers can be friendly in the sense
that one main contact can enable pathways into societal sys-
tems (Bloch and McKay, 2015) or exploitative in the sense
that the urgent needs of newcomers can be used to earn
money (e.g. by pushing people into substandard housing)
(Kohlbacher, 2020:133; Wessendorf, 2022:9).

As early as 2004, Abdoumaliq Simone extended the no-
tion of infrastructure to the activities of people with the con-
cept of “people as infrastructures” (Simone, 2004), describ-
ing how social infrastructures emerge (informally) through
cooperation and the exchange of resources in improvised net-
works. These infrastructures are made up of people stand-
ing in where formal infrastructures are lacking, using their
own agency to fill these gaps. While the concept does not
understand these infrastructural practices as a selfless act but
rather as an (economic) collaboration among residents pur-
suing their own advancement, little is known about what mo-
tivates arrival brokers in European cities to mediate and fa-
cilitate settlement information.

2Reflections on geographies of encounter are widely and of-
ten normatively discussed both in urban geographic research and
in planning practice. In the scientific discussions, the value of ev-
eryday encounters for reducing prejudices and building up social
capital is emphasised (for an overview, see Hans and Hanhörster,
2020).

2.2 Motives behind brokering: solidarity in super-diverse
contexts

People’s motives for supporting others are manifold. One
main motive discussed in the literature is solidarity. Widely
used in the social sciences, the concept of solidarity has re-
ceived considerable attention in recent migration research.
However, there is no consistent definition of the concept in
migration studies, as it is multidimensional and complex (for
an overview, see Bauder and Juffs, 2020). In general, soli-
darity is described as “[t]he ties (e.g. kinship, religion) that
bind people together in a group or society and their sense of
connection to each other” (Bell, 2014). In this article, the fo-
cus is on solidarity between people with a migration history
who live together in highly diversified social spaces and who
support each other by sharing settlement information – and
on the ties that bind them together.

Robert D. Putnam (2007) argues that, with increasing eth-
nic diversity, collective identity, and with it social capital and
solidarity, decreases. This derives from the assumption that
social capital and solidarity are primarily based on shared
norms and values. In today’s literature, there is evidence that
solidarity is not primarily a result of shared norms and values,
as it can also be observed in super-diverse contexts where
people socialised in different systems of norms and values
live together (Bynner, 2019). In addition to shared norms and
values, Oosterlynck et al. (2015:768f.) identify “encounter”
as a further important source of solidarity, highlighting the
role of place. They argue that in super-diverse and rapidly
changing contexts where traditional social bonds (family,
work) lose their importance, solidarity is grounded in every-
day places and practices in neighbourhoods where people of
different ethnic and cultural backgrounds meet. However, the
literature also indicates that not all encounters lead to mean-
ingful social interactions and that, depending on the settings
and individual motives, encounters can have ambivalent ef-
fects (Valentine, 2008:330).

The concept of solidarity is closely linked to that of reci-
procity, generally understood as “doing for others what they
have done for you” (Plickert et al., 2007:406). Empirical
findings suggest that reciprocity, i.e. the process of immi-
grants sharing their collected knowledge and experiences
once they have become established, can also be found in
a super-diverse context where people with different back-
grounds, norms, and values come together (Phillimore et al.,
2018:224; Schillebeeckx et al., 2019:149; Hans and Han-
hörster, 2020:84). Oosterlynck et al. (2017) argue that the un-
derstanding of solidarities, generally based on the spatial lim-
itations of supposedly culturally homogenous nations, should
be complemented by a relational perspective on a small-scale
level: “If we want to develop a deep understanding of how di-
versity interacts with solidarity, a more place-based and his-
toricising methodological approach is needed” (Oosterlynck
et al., 2017:3).
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To better understand arrival-brokering practices in super-
diverse neighbourhoods, this study uses an infrastructure per-
spective and the concept of solidarity to analyse the agency
of these brokers and their motives for sharing their knowl-
edge.

3 Research area and methodology

3.1 The arrival neighbourhood Dortmund–Nordstadt

Dortmund is a city in the west of Germany and part of
the post-industrial Ruhr area. As a result of deindustrialisa-
tion from the 1960s onwards, the city’s population declined.
However, around 2010 it started increasing, fuelled by immi-
gration. Today, the city has some 600 000 inhabitants.

The selected case study area is Dortmund’s Nordstadt, a
working-class district located directly north of the city cen-
tre. The densely populated area is today home to 60 000 peo-
ple. Initially populated by coal miners and steelworkers
mainly from rural areas, from the mid-20th century on-
wards immigrants from different backgrounds have moved
into the area: first, so-called “guest workers” from south-
ern Europe and Turkey, then EU migrants from eastern Eu-
rope (especially since the accessions in the 2000s), and re-
cently refugees (especially from Syria) (City of Dortmund,
2019a:17).

Today, Nordstadt is characterised by a spatial concentra-
tion of migration and poverty: some 52 % of the population
have a foreign nationality, while a further 21 % are people
with a migration background but with a German passport
(City of Dortmund, 2019a:28). The share of the population
dependent on social security benefits (39.4 %; City of Dort-
mund, 2019b:119) is more than twice as high as the city av-
erage. The city administration is aware of the particular role
of Nordstadt as an arrival neighbourhood, and there are var-
ious city-wide and neighbourhood-based strategies to sup-
port arrivals, including the 2016 “New Immigration Strat-
egy” which regulates cooperation between formal govern-
mental and non-governmental players to facilitate arrival pro-
cesses. There is also an active network of civil society play-
ers and support infrastructures, with a recent study identi-
fying more than 220 social projects, many of which are fo-
cused on supporting arrival and integration (Kurtenbach and
Rosenberger, 2021:45). Besides these formal arrival-related
infrastructures, a large number of small (migrant) shops and
service providers offer products and services in different lan-
guages. While the involvement of non-governmental players
(e.g. NGOs) in municipal measures is progressing compar-
atively well, immigrants themselves are not yet actively in-
volved. The role played by arrival brokers is often ignored.

3.2 Methodology

The study is based on 17 interviews with immigrants or
their descendants living or working in Dortmund’s Nord-

stadt. Made up of interview partners from most of the largest
ethnic groups, the sample (see Table 1) broadly represents
the socio-demographic composition of the people living in
the area. While some of the interviewees arrived as refugees
in recent years, others moved to Germany decades ago or
were even born there. The study focuses on migrant arrivals
in general rather than on refugee arrivals. There are several
reasons for this: as described in the previous section, Nord-
stadt was and still is a destination for migrants from differ-
ent countries of origin. While refugees account for a certain
share of immigration to Dortmund, immigration from other
EU countries was mostly even higher in recent years (City of
Dortmund, 2019a:22). Depending on a migrant’s residence
status, access to and need for services vary. While in recent
years many formal state-run arrival infrastructures (e.g. free
language courses and so-called “integration courses”) have
mainly targeted refugees with protection status and thus enti-
tlement to stay, EU immigrants are more dependent on non-
state-run services. Both therefore represent interesting target
groups for studying arrival brokering.

The interviews were conducted with people characterised
by the author as arrival brokers, i.e. people with a certain ex-
perience of settling in and living in Germany. Therefore, the
sample was made up of adults living in Germany for at least
3 years (at the time the interview was conducted) and able
to communicate in German. The condition for being consid-
ered an interview partner was that the person passes on their
collected settlement knowledge in some form to other immi-
grants. The interviewees were mainly recruited via institu-
tions located in Nordstadt, such as migrant organisations or
advisory bodies. Accordingly, most of them currently work
or have in the past worked (some on a voluntary basis) for
organisations operating in the social field. However, the fo-
cus of the interviews was on their brokering activities out-
side this institutional context. Other interviewees had already
been interviewed in previous project contexts. The author in-
terviewed them again in relation to the new research focus.
As the interviews were conducted in German, the sample did
not include people who spoke no German but who neverthe-
less brokered information in other languages.

Interviewees were asked about their concrete informal bro-
kering activities, especially in supporting newcomers and
sharing their personal arrival-specific knowledge. The semi-
structured interviews contained open questions on concrete
examples of such knowledge transfer, i.e. where and in which
situations it took place and what kinds of support were pro-
vided. To identify their potential willingness to support oth-
ers, the interviewees were explicitly asked about situations
in which a concrete transfer took place, focusing on their
interaction with people not belonging to their primary net-
works (family and friends). To gain information about how
these (sometimes fleeting) relationships between brokers and
support recipients were structured, the questions focused on
who these recipients were (e.g. in which socio-cultural as-
pects similarities or differences were seen), how the contact
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Table 1. Interviewees and their characteristics.

Pseudonym Gender Age Country of birth Residence in
Germany (approx.)

Anas m 24 Syria 6 years
Ashraf m 27 Syria 6 years
Borak m 27 Syria 6 years
Dilara w 45 Germany (parents Turkey) 45 years
Elina w 33 Romania 9 years
Farida w 31 Spain 3 years
Gizem w 39 Germany (parents Turkey) 39 years
Hisham m 40 Syria 10 years
Kadin m 45 Syria 6 years
Leyla w 25 Syria 6 years
Milad m 20 Afghanistan 3 years
Nihan w 37 Germany (grandparents Turkey) 37 years
Oumeima w 41 Morocco 4 years
Soraya w 43 Morocco 4 years
Yasemin w 44 Turkey 44 years
Yossef m 33 Syria 5 years
Zahid m 30 Syria 4 years

arose, and how (e.g. in which language) communication took
place. To understand the motives of the arrival brokers, the
questions were also on why they provided support and passed
on their arrival-specific knowledge in their free time.

The interviews were conducted between June and Decem-
ber 2021 until the theoretical saturation point was reached
(Glaser and Strauss, 1967). The empirical data were collected
as part of a PhD project dealing with newcomers’ access
to resources in arrival neighbourhoods. All interviews were
recorded, transcribed, and analysed by interpretative coding
using the software MAXQDA.

4 Empirical findings: how and why do arrival
brokers support newcomers?

The focus of this analysis is on the extent to which arrival
brokers fulfil important functions in the arrival process of
immigrants. The empirical findings thus point to the forms
of support and knowledge transfer, as well as the relation-
ships between arrival brokers and resource recipients, taking
the motives for brokering into account.

4.1 Sharing arrival-specific knowledge: the role of
arrival brokers

Overall, the interviews revealed that established migrants
support newcomers in their settling-in process by sharing
arrival-specific knowledge. All interviewees confirmed that
they support or have supported new immigrants through shar-
ing their own experiences. Most work (mainly as volun-
teers or for a few paid hours) in (migrant) advisory bodies
where they help their clients (mostly immigrants) in an or-
ganised manner and with an institutional background. This

formalised help mainly involves assistance with dealing with
German authorities, such as translating documents, filling out
forms, or arranging appointments.

In addition to this formal institutional support, all intervie-
wees reported that, to a certain extent, they also supported
other immigrants informally (see Lindquist, 2015; Tuckett,
2020). Besides the above-mentioned help with dealing with
authorities, this informal support includes further assistance
relating to the newcomers’ everyday lives, such as accompa-
nying them to authorities or doctors. This points to the fact
that the capacities of the formal advisory services are often
insufficient, meaning that employees are forced to provide
assistance outside their working hours. In some cases, they
also provide support in accessing important functional re-
sources such as finding an affordable flat or a job: “People
call me and say they are looking for a job. In most cases, I
can either recommend something or ask a friend who then
tells me that there is a vacancy in this or that company. Then
I make the contact“ (Soraya, 43, Morocco, personal commu-
nication, 2021). This quote refers to the “linking social capi-
tal” (Woolcock, 2001) and the important mediation function
of arrival brokers.

But how do people looking for support find the arrival bro-
kers; how do resource providers and resource recipients get
in touch with each other? Some interviewees reported that
they got to know their clients in the advisory organisations
where they work(ed) and that they gave them their private
phone numbers in order to be able to support them more ex-
tensively outside this institutional context. In some cases, this
would lead to a ripple effect: “I give people my number and
they pass it on to others. I have no problem with that. At
some point, a lot of people had my number and just called
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when they needed help” (Anas, 24, Syria, personal commu-
nication, 2021). Word soon spreads among newcomers about
who has which information and contacts and who, above all,
is willing to share this information even with strangers: “At
some point I was quite well-known in Dortmund and peo-
ple spoke to me on the streets in Nordstadt and asked if I
could help them” (Hisham, 40, Syria, personal communica-
tion, 2021). This quote also refers to the relevance of “chance
encounters” (Wessendorf and Phillimore, 2019:130), under-
stood as unexpected encounters in public spaces that can lead
to an exchange of relevant information, in this case by meet-
ing a well-known arrival broker by chance on the street in
Nordstadt. However, these quotes again point to the fact that
many people are in need of help and that the capacities of
formal advisory services are not sufficient or not sufficiently
known. For this reason, arrival brokers donate their free time
to support people in urgent need of help.

Cited at the beginning of the article, the story of Milad is
an example of an arrival broker systematically offering sup-
port on his own. Having left his phone number in an Afghan
grocery store frequented by immigrants (mainly Afghans),
Milad uses this arrival-specific infrastructure to get in touch
with people looking for help. This example also points to
the important function of arrival infrastructures such as (eth-
nic) shops (Steigemann, 2019), libraries (Wessendorf, 2022),
and religious spaces (Oduntan and Ruthven, 2021:91) as first
points of reference for newcomers and to the brokering func-
tion of those working there.

The example of Milad suggests that the sharing of
arrival-specific knowledge primarily takes place within eth-
nic boundaries, despite interviewees stating that they made
no distinction between origins and would potentially help all
people in need of support (see also Kohlbacher, 2020:132).
This is due to the fact that newcomers in particular look for
support in their mother tongue: “Most of them [the people he
helps] come from Arab countries. Some speak Arabic, some
also Kurdish. They have recently migrated to Germany, don’t
speak the language and need support” (Anas, 24, Syria, per-
sonal communication, 2021).

Another interesting aspect is that these relationships be-
tween resource providers and resource recipients are quite
functional. Even though those concerned sometimes meet
more than once, perhaps even with emotional support being
provided (see Small, 2017), these meetings have a specific
purpose and usually remain on a loose acquaintance foot-
ing. Wessendorf and Phillimore (2019:131) call these rela-
tionships “crucial acquaintances”, meaning that, while not
usually turning into friendships, they can be crucial for the
arrival process.

This also applies to online brokering practices, which sim-
ilarly seem to play an important role in sharing informa-
tion. Some interviewees reported that they were part of local
WhatsApp or Facebook groups where immigrants came to-
gether and supported each other: “There are Facebook groups
for every language or society, for example Arabic-speaking

people. A lot of people ask questions there and you can
just answer and offer your help” (Zahid, 30, Syria, personal
communication, 2021). In these groups, people with sim-
ilar linguistic-cultural backgrounds who now live together
in one city communicate and exchange information (e.g. a
WhatsApp group for Arabic women in Dortmund): “If some-
one needs help, she just writes in the group – ‘I need a
job’ or ‘I need the address of a doctor’ – and then we are
there. [. . . ] I have three groups, each with 150 to 200 Ara-
bic women” (Soraya, 43, Morocco, personal communication,
2021). Two interesting aspects of this online brokerage are
that most group members do not know each other person-
ally and that this form of digital information sharing occurs
alongside analogue forms of exchange. However, these vir-
tual groups can be seen as online support infrastructures built
by immigrants themselves where settlement information can
be requested more or less anonymously and where a host
of people share their accumulated arrival-specific knowledge
(Dekker and Engbersen, 2014; Udwan et al., 2020).

Overall, the interviews revealed that people can play an
important role as informal information nodes in the arrival
infrastructure network and that they are an important com-
plement to more formal support infrastructures – a feature
which gained in prominence during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Bynner et al., 2021; Thiery et al., 2021) when many support
services (such as advisory organisations) had to close tem-
porarily or were unable to provide face-to-face client con-
tact due to the contact restrictions (Guadagno, 2020; Rebhun,
2021). The absence of these formal support infrastructures
increased the need for informal support by arrival brokers:
“During the COVID crisis, all the organisations were closed.
That meant those in need of help had nowhere to go to fill out
forms or have something translated. They therefore contacted
people like me” (Yossef, 33, Syria, personal communication,
2021). The interviews indicated that arrival brokers, during
the temporary closure of many infrastructures, were at least
partially able to fill the gaps by providing last-minute help to
newcomers.

4.2 Arrival brokers’ motivation: situational place-based
solidarity

These empirical findings raise the question of why arrival
brokers share their own experiences that they themselves
have collected with much effort and often with difficulties.
The reasons are manifold. In Simone’s (2004) study, peo-
ple act primarily in their own interest, with the aim of get-
ting ahead themselves. Studies researching exchange be-
tween immigrants have shown that “informal reciprocity”
(Phillimore et al., 2018:224), in this sense understood as giv-
ing something back (to a new immigrant) for something that
one received on one’s own arrival, is a prominent reason for
sharing arrival-specific knowledge (Phillimore et al., 2018;
Schillebeeckx et al., 2019; Hans and Hanhörster, 2020), as
corroborated by the interviews conducted in this study: “I re-
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ceived a lot of help when I arrived in Germany. And now
I just want to give something back and pass on my experi-
ences” (Yossef, 33, Syria, personal communication, 2021).

But the interviews also showed that not all people who
now act as arrival brokers received something from others
in their settling-in process, suggesting that it is more than
just “giving something back”: “It is not important whether
someone helped me or not. If I see people here who for ex-
ample had to flee from a war and who now need help and
support, then I help” (Anas, 24, Syria, personal communica-
tion, 2021). Therefore, it is a good idea to look at this col-
lective support provided by migrants in a broader context.
One aspect mentioned in nearly all answers to the question
about motives was solidarity. But how can this solidarity be
explained? To what can this kind of solidarity be ascribed?
What are the ties binding people together in super-diverse
contexts?

The literature on solidarity discusses “shared norms and
values” as a key source of solidarity (Putnam, 2007; Ooster-
lynck et al., 2015). However, the interviews conducted in this
study revealed that this was not the decisive reason for the in-
terviewees’ solidarity. Instead, it seemed to relate to the fact
that they now found themselves in similar situations and had
experienced similar problems, irrespective of their ethnic or
linguistic-cultural backgrounds:

I know this from my personal experience too. Of-
ten enough I have been disadvantaged or had ob-
stacles unnecessarily put in my way. I would like
to prevent that happening again. (Yasemin, 44,
Turkey, personal communication, 2021)

The woman was crying because she had no one and
needed help. That touched my heart and I thought:
‘I was in the same situation once, I experienced
the same’. I also came to Germany without know-
ing the language, without anything. (Oumeima, 41,
Morocco, personal communication, 2021)

Meeus (2017) argues that, as a result of discrimination
and marginalisation, systems of solidarity are formed to cope
with everyday life among “the disadvantaged” (e.g. immi-
grants). He calls these systems “infrastructures of solidar-
ity”, formed through “place-based sentiments of we-ness”
(Meeus, 2017:100). This notion points to the role of place in
binding people together. This place-based we-ness was also
reflected in the interviews conducted in this study: “Nord-
stadt is like a different country. [. . . ] like a community of its
own. You easily get in touch with people from so many dif-
ferent backgrounds” (Leyla, 25, Syria, personal communica-
tion, 2021). This is underlined by Oosterlynck et al. (2015),
who describe encounters and “everyday place-based prac-
tices” (Oosterlynck et al., 2015:765) as important sources for
solidarity between people in super-diverse neighbourhoods.

This leads to the assumption that the key driver of solidar-
ity in super-diverse contexts is not common origins, norms,

or values but the sense of connection brought about by collec-
tive migration histories, shared experiences of everyday life,
and joint practices. This can be described as situational place-
based solidarity, meaning that solidarity emerges through
people who have experienced similar things living together
in one place. While such solidarity does not necessarily re-
sult in the sharing of arrival-specific knowledge, it certainly
promotes it.

5 Discussion: arrival brokers’ relevance for
newcomers’ resource access

The empirical analysis conducted in the arrival neighbour-
hood Dortmund–Nordstadt shows that arrival brokers, along-
side more formal infrastructures, play an important role in
newcomers’ initial arrival process, providing them with sup-
port and sharing arrival-specific knowledge. One of their
most relevant contributions is in facilitating social connec-
tions at local level.

It became clear that arrival brokers not only provide as-
sistance in coping with everyday life or in accessing soci-
etal sectors such as employment or housing through sharing
their own knowledge but also fulfil an important mediation
function by helping people get in touch with others (“so-
cial bridges”) or connecting them with institutions (“social
links”). The residence status of the very heterogeneous group
of Nordstadt immigrants varies and thus determines their
access to state support services (e.g. free language courses
and so-called “integration courses” mainly target refugees).
Due to their local knowledge and their many contacts, ar-
rival brokers are able to link people to governmental sup-
port services (“linking social capital”, Woolcock, 2001), ful-
filling an important function for newcomers without access
to all state services or who often lack trust in government
bodies or mainstream services (Quinn, 2014:67). They thus
structure the often complex and not easily navigable network
of formal and informal players and infrastructures. In doing
so, they are able, at least partially, to fill the gaps resulting
from the absence of appropriate formal support infrastruc-
tures or from access barriers (e.g. language, cultural knowl-
edge, trust). They thus help overcome the hurdles immigrants
face in accessing services.

Looking at these findings in a broader context, it becomes
clear that analysing arrival processes and the role played
by arrival brokers in supporting newcomers can enrich the
debate on migrant integration. In most integration models
(e.g. Ager and Strang, 2008), social connections play a key
role. As this analysis has shown, arrival brokers fulfil an im-
portant mediation function by acting as the “connective tis-
sue” (Ager and Strang, 2008:177) between the basic rights
and opportunities associated with migrants’ residence status
on the one hand and their actual access to societal sectors
on the other. Even if an individual’s brokering practices may
only be temporary, collective practices form an important
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permanent extension of the arrival infrastructure network,
helping shape integration processes more effectively.

What many integration models do not sufficiently take into
account is that resource access is context-specific (Platts-
Fowler and Robinson, 2015; Phillimore, 2020) and that in-
tegration opportunities are highly dependent on local con-
ditions (Robinson, 2010). Research on arrival processes is
closely linked to the analysis of specific (arrival) spaces
and the infrastructures available there (Meeus et al., 2019).
This study has shown that the described processes of arrival
brokering are significantly influenced by place (i.e. the ar-
rival neighbourhood Dortmund–Nordstadt) and that this lo-
cal context, with regard to arrival brokering practices, is con-
ducive to shortening the initial arrival period of newcomers.

Robinson (2010:2461) has developed three dimensions
that help illustrate how local conditions influence the op-
portunities for resource access: the “compositional dimen-
sion” referring to the diversity and socio-economic charac-
teristics of the established and the newly arrived population;
the “contextual dimension” referring to the available oppor-
tunity structures, such as the specific features of the neigh-
bourhood’s social and physical environment; and the “col-
lective dimension” referring to a community’s socio-cultural
and historical features, such as the local social climate con-
cerning immigration and experiences in dealing with diver-
sity and questions of belonging.

Looking at the case of Nordstadt, it can be noted that the
“compositional dimension” of this traditional arrival neigh-
bourhood is shaped by different immigration phases over
the decades. Accordingly, the neighbourhood’s population
is now highly diversified (e.g. in terms of ethnicity and re-
ligion, language, socio-economic situation, lifestyle, migra-
tion history, residence status, and personal resources) (Gerten
et al., 2022). This contributes to a situation where many
people with different characteristics live in Nordstadt and
where “migrant social capital” (Wessendorf and Phillimore,
2019:124) is potentially available. Turning to the “contex-
tual dimension”, it becomes clear that there are many so-
cial networks in Nordstadt (many of them within socio-
cultural boundaries) with the potential to offer connections to
newcomers. Access to these networks is provided by dense
(physical) opportunity structures, such as public spaces,
shops, cafés, religious spaces, and public institutions, all of
which offer opportunities for interaction (Hans and Han-
hörster, 2020). Turning to the “collective dimension”, a lo-
cal climate of “commonplace diversity” (Wessendorf, 2014),
i.e. a widely seamless coexistence, can be observed in Nord-
stadt due to collective migration histories and many years of
experience in dealing with diversity. These collective expe-
riences potentially contribute to people of different origins
interacting and supporting each other.

Even though Nordstadt faces several challenges – the me-
dia often associate it with deprivation and crime –, the afore-
mentioned aspects contribute to the neighbourhood provid-
ing many opportunities for supporting newcomers’ arrival.

The combination of the three dimensions contributes to a sit-
uational place-based solidarity between immigrants, identi-
fied in this study as the main motive for arrival brokers to
support newcomers. The dimensions illustrate why arrival
brokers are mainly to be found in arrival neighbourhoods and
why the processes described are not to be found in this form
in any other neighbourhood. It is important to note here that
it is not only place that has an impact on brokering practices;
conversely, arrival brokers significantly influence the differ-
ent dimensions of place.

6 Conclusions

This study has highlighted the important role of established
migrants as arrival brokers in super-diverse neighbourhoods.
It provides empirical evidence that people with a migration
background are of great relevance for the initial arrival pe-
riod of newcomers, sharing their experiences and providing
support. In addition, arrival brokers connect people to other
individuals or institutions, thus fulfilling the important func-
tion of structuring the often-complex network of formal and
informal arrival infrastructures. In doing so, they are able, at
least partially, to fill the gaps resulting from the lack of ap-
propriate formal support infrastructures or from barriers to
access, thus permanently complementing the network of ar-
rival infrastructures. As became clear, place is of particular
relevance for the described processes of arrival brokering, as
the social, historical, and environmental context of the tradi-
tional arrival neighbourhood is conducive to the emergence
of place-based solidarity, identified in this study as the main
motive for arrival brokers’ practices. However, it is not only
place that influences brokers’ actions but also vice versa. It
has been shown that the arrival infrastructure perspective for
analysing migrants’ brokering practices helps us understand
the transformative power of migrants themselves in mak-
ing, shaping, and maintaining arrival support structures (Kre-
ichauf et al., 2020; Wajsberg and Schapendonk, 2021; Biehl,
2022).

What can be derived from these findings for policy plan-
ning? The important role of arrival brokers and the urgent
need for informal support are an indication of a significant
lack of appropriate formal support structures. Although there
are many formal services focused on supporting arrival and
integration, the findings of both this case study and those of
other traditional arrival neighbourhoods suggest that capac-
ities are either insufficient or not used sufficiently (e.g. due
to language barriers or because they are not visible or suf-
ficiently known). This gap is partly filled by arrival brokers
on an ad hoc basis. However, the particular role informally
played by migrants in the context of arrival is not yet suf-
ficiently recognised and strategically considered. There are
many non-governmental players making use of the arrival-
specific knowledge of arrival brokers by employing them as
advisors, albeit often under precarious working conditions.
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The great potential and the important role played by arrival
brokers need thus to be better recognised by the state. For ex-
ample, government players could use the resources of arrival
brokers by formally integrating their skills and knowledge
into their activities and services, e.g. to improve communica-
tion with newcomers.

While there is an increasing body of literature looking at
both formal and informal arrival infrastructures and their rel-
evance for migrant arrival, little is known about how formal
and informal structures can be interlinked more efficiently
in order to shape arrival processes more effectively. When
looking at informal structures, it should also be recognised
that arrival brokering practices are not always altruistic and
often take advantage of people’s needs. The role of these
exploitative informal structures in the arrival infrastructures
network also needs further investigation. Last but not least,
further research is needed on how newcomers living in newly
emerging arrival neighbourhoods in urban peripheries where
a distinct formal and informal arrival infrastructure network
has not (yet) developed can gain access to arrival-specific re-
sources and manage their arrival processes.
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