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Abstract 
Research on socio-economically disadvantaged neighbourhoods with high numbers of migrants tends to problematise such 
areas as hindering upward social mobility and further enhancing disadvantage. However, an emerging body of research on 
arrival areas is highlighting how such areas can provide newcomers with specific arrival resources, helping them to come to 
grips with their new circumstances. This article provides a conceptual overview and discussion of this newly emerging body 
of literature on urban arrival areas in the Global North. It argues that arrival areas offer infrastructures which can provide 
important support for newcomers, ranging from overcoming day-to-day problems to potentially enabling social mobility. 
In many cases, previous migrants act as knowledge brokers facilitating newcomers’ access to resources. The article shows 
how different forms of arrival-specific knowledge can be found in these areas, facilitating the exchange of resources across 
different migrant groups and across localities. However, arrival-specific infrastructures can be both enabling and disabling 
with regard to social mobility, as they often emerge in contexts of underlying disadvantage and discrimination where ac-
cess to resources such as housing and jobs can be highly contentious. The article argues that understanding the dynamics 
of urban arrival areas and infrastructures and their specific role in providing resources for newcomers can contribute to 
our knowledge on integration and help us rethink the role of policymaking and urban planning in increasingly complex and 
mobile urban societies. 
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1. Introduction 

One of the big issues currently facing European soci-
eties is the influx of increasing numbers of migrants from 
various parts of the world. While European states grap-
ple with controlling borders and managing immigration 
flows, the real challenge faced on the ground is, in fact, 
the challenge of migrant integration. We understand the 
contested and increasingly criticised term ‘integration’ as 
an analytical concept capturing various forms of access 

to different functional, social and symbolic resources 
(Ager & Strang, 2008). In this conceptual article, we in-
vestigate integration through the newly emerging con-
cept of ‘arrival infrastructures’ (Meeus, Arnaut, & van 
Heur, 2019). Arrival infrastructures have been defined 
as “those parts of the urban fabric within which new-
comers become entangled on arrival, and where their fu-
ture local or translocal social mobilities are produced as 
much as negotiated” (Meeus et al., 2019, p. 1). We argue 
that understanding the dynamics of urban arrival areas 

Urban Planning, 2020, Volume 5, Issue 3, Pages 1–10 1 

mailto:s.wessendorf@lse.ac.uk
mailto:heike.hanhoerster@ils-forschung.de


and arrival infrastructures’ specific role in providing re-
sources for newcomers can contribute to our knowledge 
on integration and help us rethink the role of policymak-
ing and urban planning in increasingly diverse and mobile 
urban societies. 

For a long time, policymakers and leading social sci-
entists have been raising the question of how migrants’ 
integration can be affected by living in areas charac-
terised by a combination of high concentrations of ethnic 
minorities and socio-economic deprivation (Ostendorf & 
Musterd, 2011). Research focusing on so-called ‘context 
effects’ in deprived neighbourhoods, by nature mainly 
quantitative, analyses how living in these neighbour-
hoods can negatively impact local inhabitants’ access 
to resources, affecting their social, economic and cul-
tural capital and limiting their upward social mobility 
(van Ham & Manley, 2012). 

In the context of the recent refugee crisis, which has 
exacerbated an already hostile climate where newcom-
ers are politically, socially and spatially marginalised, po-
litical debates have intensified across Western Europe, 
with renewed interest among politicians and planners 
in the paradigm of social mixing. The underlying as-
sumption in these debates is that the dispersion of mi-
grants/refugees might facilitate their local integration. 
In European cities, social-mixing and area-based poli-
cies have been the main instruments implemented for 
governing diversity (Galster, 2007). This can be illus-
trated by the lively and partly heated debate in coun-
tries such as Germany, France, the Netherlands and 
Sweden on policies of refugee dispersal, which ought to 
prevent (new) ‘ethnic concentrations’ in specific cities 
and neighbourhoods and thereby ‘distribute the burden’ 
(Adam et al., 2020; ESPON, 2019; Robinson, Andersson, 
& Musterd, 2003). 

These debates take place within a context where 
new migrants often move into super-diverse areas al-
ready settled by previous migrants from various back-
grounds (Vertovec, 2007). These areas, with their long 
histories of immigration, have also been described as ‘ar-
rival areas,’ often located in ‘arrival cities’ which have ex-
perienced immigration over many decades (Phillimore, 
Humphris, & Khan, 2018; Saunders, 2011). Social reali-
ties within such areas can be conducive to migrant set-
tlement, somewhat contradicting current thinking on mi-
grant and refugee dispersal. 

Building on literature on ‘ethnic enclaves’ (Wilson & 
Martin, 1982) and discussions on so-called ‘neighbour-
hood effects,’ this article shows how the arrival infra-
structural lens expands these debates by taking into ac-
count the complexities of arrival in increasingly super-
diverse arrival areas characterized by the over-layering 
of ongoing immigration (Vertovec, 2007, 2015). We start 
by demonstrating that the notion of arrival infrastruc-
tures expands the focus on co-ethnic support structures 
prevalent in the literature on ethnic enclaves, highlight-
ing how newcomers can draw on support from longer-
established migrants, possibly from different ethnic and 

national backgrounds. Moreover, the provision of sup-
port via arrival infrastructures, although often initiated 
within certain neighbourhoods, can transcend arrival ar-
eas. For example, local social connections in arrival ar-
eas can provide links to accessible resources transcend-
ing neighbourhood boundaries, relativizing the context 
of multiple disadvantages attributed to many immigrant 
neighbourhoods (Hanhörster & Weck, 2016) and dis-
cussed in the literature on context effects. 

This article aims to describe the characteristics of ar-
rival areas, primarily in the Global North, and the ways in 
which previous migrants can act as knowledge brokers fa-
cilitating newcomers’ access to resources. It shows that a 
focus on arrival infrastructures can help shed light on the 
multi-directionality and complexities of migrant integra-
tion and the fact that urban spaces, both in their complex 
composition and social dynamics, change in the ongoing 
processes of arrival. 

This article is conceptual rather than empirical, draw-
ing on existing literature and debates on urban ar-
eas characterized by high numbers of migrants. It sum-
marises academic discourses on the role of neighbour-
hoods in migrant integration, focusing in the first section 
on discussions on ‘context effects’ and ‘ethnic enclaves.’ 
This is followed by an overview of emerging work on ‘ar-
rival areas’ and ‘arrival infrastructures,’ and the role of 
this recent conceptual approach in advancing research 
on migrant integration. 

2. The Role of the Neighbourhood Context for 
Integration and Resource Access 

Both academic and political discourses relating to the 
challenges of migrant integration are often closely asso-
ciated with the discussion over potential ‘context effects’ 
(also known as ‘neighbourhood effects’). The neighbour-
hood context is thereby seen to have an effect extending 
beyond individual and household-related causes for dis-
advantage, leading to further disadvantage among resi-
dents (van Ham & Manley, 2012). 

Numerous empirical studies—many featuring US 
cities—have identified a negative influence of neighbour-
hoods characterised by poverty and social disadvantage 
on their residents (Galster & Sharkey, 2017). Many stud-
ies of context effects specifically look at three factors 
shaping resource access: a) physical-spatial structures 
and the extent to which infrastructures (such as parks, 
schools or social services) are accessible for inhabitants, 
b) the conduciveness of an environment for establishing 
contacts and social networks, and c) effects determined 
by the neighbourhood’s symbolic role and image, and 
the related question as to what extent residents can de-
velop a sense of belonging to and pride in living in an 
area (Galster & Sharkey, 2017). Context effects were sim-
ilarly found in European neighbourhoods (albeit signifi-
cantly less ethnically and socially segregated than their 
US counterparts), though to a lesser extent and with 
sometimes contradictory findings (van Ham & Manley, 
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2012). Conclusions differ dependent on the spatial scale 
selected, the cohort observed, the methodology chosen 
and the length of the observed period (Hans, Hanhörster, 
Polivka, & Beißwenger, 2019). Most research into context 
effects looks mainly at deficits, primarily analysing the 
negative effects of the neighbourhood. 

One of the main problems with research on ‘con-
text effects’ is that these effects are generally presented 
in the context of an understanding of a neighbourhood 
as a spatially limited ‘container space’ (van Kempen & 
Wissink, 2014). It is thereby assumed that the neighbour-
hood and its local resources play a significant role in 
determining the social mobility of its residents. This fo-
cus on the immediate surroundings does not, however, 
take sufficient account of current society, its practices 
and social relationships, which are becoming increasingly 
translocal and transnational. Migrants often draw on re-
sources which go beyond the neighbourhood, for exam-
ple via social media, making use of transnational net-
works allowing them to participate in what is happen-
ing in both their home and host countries (Glick Schiller 
& Çağlar, 2009; Sametipour, 2017). Studies also point to 
an increase in temporary forms of migration, a factor in-
fluencing migrants’ location practices and consequently 
the development of their networks (Faist, 2015). Such 
dynamics demonstrate that migrants’ networking activ-
ities are not limited to their immediate surroundings, 
but based on multilocal networks (Hanhörster & Weck, 
2016). Thus, both local and transnational networks serve 
as contexts for accessing resources. Some scholars ques-
tion neighbourhood effect research altogether because 
it tends to ignore the broader structural factors which 
lead to social inequality and poverty in the first place, 
and does not address shortcomings in investments by 
the state, for example in education and support in access-
ing the labour market (Slater, 2013, p. 369). 

In addition to the wide research body on context ef-
fects in deprived neighbourhoods as a broader discus-
sion not solely affecting migrants, a large number of 
studies look at areas with a high concentration of resi-
dents with a migration background, also referred to as 
‘ethnic enclaves’ (Wilson & Martin, 1982), ‘immigrant 
enclaves’ (Portes & Manning, 1986) or ‘urban enclaves’ 
(Zhou, 2009). Some of these studies conclude that liv-
ing in ‘ethnic enclaves’ for a longer period of time can 
be an obstacle to integration, stressing the disintegrat-
ing effect related to socio-economic disadvantage and 
poor housing, limited social capital with regard to ac-
cess to individuals with higher educational backgrounds, 
schools struggling with high numbers of pupils not speak-
ing the majority language, etc. (Ostendorf & Musterd, 
2011). However, other studies see potential integration-
related benefits in ethnically concentrated urban neigh-
bourhoods (Fajth & Bilgili, 2018). Such benefits include, 
for example, the spatial proximity to family and co-ethnic 
(social) support networks, to migrant-specific businesses 
or other migration-related infrastructures, as well as the 
potential positive effect of small-scale integration on sol-

idarity and self-confidence (Zhou, 2009). For example, 
Vaughan’s historical research on Jewish immigrant set-
tlements in London’s East End illustrates how physical 
clustering can be beneficial for mutual support and for 
setting up niche economic activities within the immi-
grant group. Locations enabling economic activity are 
highlighted as an important precondition for migrants’ 
successful arrival and social mobility. In addition to the 
availability of work, access to affordable housing makes 
such districts attractive to the immigrant poor (Vaughan, 
2007, p. 6). 

More recent studies have similarly shown how so-
cial disadvantage in areas with high numbers of migrants 
can be relativized by various factors such as the diver-
sity of newcomers, their social ties extending beyond the 
neighbourhood, and people remaining in the neighbour-
hood despite having moved up the social ladder. For ex-
ample, descendants of migrants (the second and third 
generation) can act as important brokers for newcomers. 
Qualitative research has shown that social mobility does 
not necessarily go hand in hand with spatial mobility and 
that migrants do not need to leave their neighbourhood 
to climb up the social ladder (Barwick, 2016; Hanhörster, 
2015). In fact, many upwardly mobile migrants and their 
descendants explicitly choose to stay in their neighbour-
hood. Through purchasing property or setting up a busi-
ness, ‘old hands’ can make resources such as housing or 
services available to newcomers of various backgrounds 
(Erel, 2011). For example, research on residential loca-
tion choices of Turkish-origin homeowners in the Ruhr 
area (Germany) illustrates interlinked business and resi-
dential location choices. Turkish entrepreneurs are stay-
ing put because of their local networks and social em-
beddedness, investing in private and business properties 
in ethnic enclaves (Hanhörster, 2015). Households well-
endowed with resources can also use their existing net-
works to make things easier for newcomers, thereby rela-
tivizing the negative effects attributed to the neighbour-
hood context (Barwick, 2016; Hanhörster, 2015). 

Relatedly, and despite the fact that many arrival ar-
eas continue to be among the more disadvantaged, the 
diversity of newcomers is growing, extending the spec-
trum of available social, economic and cultural resources. 
Whereas migration research previously tended to differ-
entiate between a transnational elite of high-qualified 
and mobile professionals and a less-endowed cohort of 
non-mobile workers, we are now seeing a blurring of 
this dichotomy, with an increasing number of migrants 
of middle-class backgrounds. While they might be migrat-
ing with little financial capital, many of them possess high 
cultural and social capital, which affects the way in which 
they are able to access resources (Ryan, 2011). 

These recent studies point to the contribution which 
an arrival infrastructural lens could potentially make to 
studies on context effects and ethnic enclaves, with in-
creased attention paid to a) the role of inter-ethnic sup-
port networks and long-established migrants in filling 
structural deficits, and b) access to resources which, 
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albeit often initiated within an arrival area, go beyond 
the neighbourhood. 

The next two sections look in greater detail at the 
conceptual understanding of arrival areas and empirical 
evidence highlighting specific features and dynamics at-
tributed to them. 

3. Arrival Areas and Arrival Infrastructures: Conceptual 
Understandings 

Even in times of easier mobility, new digital forms of 
communication and migrants’ embeddedness in transna-
tional networks, localities and physical-spatial infrastruc-
tures continue to play a major role in catering for lo-
cal populations (Zapata-Barrero, Caponio, & Scholten, 
2017). Virtual networks are by no means doing away 
with the need for local contacts, but instead complement 
such contacts and can help with navigating different 
pathways for local integration (Hsiao & Dillahunt, 2018; 
Sametipour, 2017). Support and assistance for dealing 
with everyday situations continue to be provided in the 
immediate surroundings. This holds true not only for low-
income groups but also for high-skilled migrants: “The 
importance of proximity will persist for services until 
it is possible to transport a cup of sugar electronically” 
(Plickert, Côté, & Wellman, 2007, p. 424). 

A growing body of literature examines social rela-
tions and encounters in urban areas characterized by on-
going immigration. Studies on ‘everyday multicultural-
ism’ (Wise & Velayutham, 2009) have focused on a wide 
spectrum of social relations which people form across dif-
ferences, illustrating new forms of inclusion and exclu-
sion in such contexts (Noble, 2009; Wessendorf, 2019; 
Wise, 2009). While these studies have looked more gen-
erally at social life in super-diverse areas, recent work on 
arrival areas and arrival infrastructures has more specif-
ically investigated how conditions of long-term immigra-
tion shape newcomers’ processes of arrival and, possibly, 
settlement. Doug Saunders’ book (2011) Arrival City is a 
good starting point for any debate on arrival areas and 
arrival infrastructures. He uses examples taken from ar-
rival contexts across the globe to illustrate migrants’ ar-
rival conditions and integration processes in cities. While 
Saunders (2011) understands ‘arrival’ primarily through 
the lens of upwards social mobility, we define it (in the 
sense of our understanding of integration) as access to 
functional, social and symbolic resources. Saunders turns 
our attention to local factors influencing the access of 
various immigrant groups to resources and how such pro-
cesses can enhance their long-term integration. Despite 
the wide range of local conditions in different (national) 
contexts, he identifies overarching patterns and func-
tions characterising arrival areas. 

Public institutions and social infrastructures (such 
as advice centres or language courses) within walking 
distance can play a decisive role in the arrival process 
and further integration of residents (Saunders, 2011, 
p. 58). In addition, a certain housing density and pub-

lic spaces close to their homes can offer migrants op-
portunities to meet others and are thus important con-
texts for building social contacts and potentially social 
capital (Farwick, Hanhörster, Ramos Lobato, & Striemer, 
2019, p. 13). Many arrival areas are characterised by a 
high density of social networks, whether linking home 
and host country contexts or establishing ties to other 
urban contexts (Saunders, 2011, pp. 22–23). Thus, ar-
rival areas can also be described as hubs within cities 
where a concentration of resources for new arrivals can 
be found. They can provide newcomers with social net-
works for accessing societal resources as well as housing 
and work (Hans et al., 2019). In addition, they allow ties 
to migrants’ home countries, for instance via existing in-
frastructures for transferring goods or information such 
as money transfer agencies, Internet cafes, etc. 

Building on Saunder’s idea of arrival cities, an emerg-
ing body of social scientific literature has developed 
the notion of ‘arrival areas’ and ‘arrival infrastructures.’ 
Kurtenbach (2015) has drawn up a characterisation of 
‘arrival areas’ in the German context, describing such ar-
eas as urban neighbourhoods shaped by socio-economic 
disadvantage, high numbers of migrants and high fluc-
tuation rates. The idea of ‘arrival infrastructures’ builds 
on Xiang and Lindquist’s concept of migration infrastruc-
tures, defined as “the systematically interlinked technolo-
gies, institutions, and actors that facilitate and condition 
mobility” (Xiang & Lindquist, 2014, p. 124). Arrival infra-
structures include, for example, migrant-run businesses 
as information hubs, hairdressers, mosques, associations 
or language classes, often set up by people who them-
selves have a migration background (Schmiz & Kitzmann, 
2017). Importantly, arrival infrastructures also include in-
dividuals who take on an instrumental role in newcomers’ 
settlement, here conceptualised as ‘arrival brokers.’ The 
notion of ‘arrival brokers’ draws on Lindquist, Xiang, and 
Yeoh’s definition of ‘migrant brokers’ as a “party who me-
diates between other parties” (2012, p. 7), for example 
between a newcomer and employer. 

Importantly, Saunders stresses that not all migrant 
inflows into cities result in the emergence of ‘success-
ful’ arrival areas. Resource access can be understood 
as an organisationally embedded process (Small, 2009). 
The permeability of institutions and local organisations’ 
internal routines shape the nature of newcomers’ first 
steps in the host country and determine whether they 
manage to move up the social ladder (Saunders, 2011, 
p. 63), as seen in the housing sector. Various studies 
have demonstrated migrants’ limited access to the hous-
ing market in several (European) countries (Auspurg, 
Schneck, & Hinz, 2018). The declining stock of social 
housing as well as institutional cultures, such as insti-
tutional routines and the blocking strategies of housing 
providers, contribute to the further marginalisation of 
specific groups. At present, asylum-seekers and refugees 
in particular are facing major problems on the housing 
market (Czischke & Huisman, 2018). Research shows that 
even long-established immigrants and their children— 
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even though upwardly mobile and now members of the 
middle classes—still face barriers on the housing mar-
ket. Thus, the ability to settle and remain in arrival areas, 
or ‘move on’ within the wider city context, is shaped by 
the institutional environment and local (housing) politics 
(Barwick, 2016; Hanhörster, 2015). 

Importantly, the housing market also plays a major 
role in the emergence of new arrival areas, for example in 
urban peripheries and suburbs where newcomers might 
be able to access cheaper housing (Keil, 2017; Tzaninis, 
2019). Arrival areas are thus not necessarily a unique fea-
ture of large metropolises but can also be found in ‘or-
dinary’ cities (Hall, 2015; Robinson, 2006), for example 
non-metropolitan areas or intermediate cities. For exam-
ple, through policies of dispersion at European, national 
and regional levels, small and medium-sized cities have 
(re)appeared as places active in the arrival and incorpo-
ration of migrants. Hence, a range of city and suburban 
spaces beyond the big metropolises can function as ar-
rival areas where emerging arrival infrastructures and ar-
rival brokers can be found. 

4. Empirical Research on Arrival Areas: Characteristics 
and New Dynamics 

Research into arrival processes in cities and neigh-
bourhoods with high migrant populations has gained 
pace in recent years (Meeus et al., 2019). Providing re-
sources such as services for newcomers (e.g., interna-
tional money transfers), casual work in non-knowledge 
sectors (Kurtenbach, 2015), and access to affordable 
housing, arrival neighbourhoods offer important oppor-
tunities for migrants to gain a foothold in their new coun-
try. Using Istanbul’s inner-city neighbourhood Kumkapı 
as an example, Biehl (2014) looks at the characteristics 
and dynamics of an ‘arrival neighbourhood,’ describing it 
as a highly diversified area which has become an anchor 
point for different cohorts of migrants, the composition 
of which is constantly evolving in the face of ongoing in 
and out movement. The area is characterised by infor-
mal structures, offering migrants—in addition to access 
to housing—a range of arrival resources such as access 
to employment. Often, the brokering of jobs and hous-
ing goes beyond co-ethnic networks, occurring between 
long-established migrants and newcomers. Current stud-
ies in arrival areas in Germany and Belgium confirm 
the special role of local arrival-specific infrastructures 
offering newcomers hassle-free access to support ser-
vices (Kurtenbach, 2015; Schillebeeckx, Oosterlynck, & 
de Decker, 2019). Immigrants in such neighbourhoods 
often enjoy the support of long-established migrants in 
the form of social networks and local infrastructures 
(e.g., migrant-run businesses). Such networks sometimes 
also facilitate access to resources (such as jobs, ad-
vice centres or religious institutions) located outside 
the neighbourhood. 

Using Antwerpen-Noord as their example, 
Schillebeeckx et al. (2019) examine the extent to which 

arrival infrastructures provide resources for newcomers, 
showing that the neighbourhood, in addition to offering 
housing for people on the poverty line, also provides op-
portunities for informal work. Such work is found by the 
newcomers via well-oiled social networks and with the 
help of NGOs. The authors conclude that the spatial con-
centration of long-established migrants in a neighbour-
hood is a factor promoting the chances of newcomers 
to find their feet in their new environment. Recent re-
search has also shown newly emerging forms of solidarity 
between settled and incoming migrants, revealing how 
newcomers often draw on other migrants’ know-how 
regarding information about access to services, housing 
and jobs and knowledge of the legal system, for example 
between migrants with refugee status and asylum seek-
ers (Phillimore et al., 2018; Wessendorf & Phillimore, 
2019). These findings speak to the emerging work on 
informal arrival infrastructures provided by settled in-
dividuals or groups, also conceptualised as ‘people as 
infrastructures’ (Simone, 2004), ‘migrant infrastructures’ 
(Hall, King, & Finlay, 2017), ‘soft infrastructures’ (Boost & 
Oosterlynck, 2019) and ‘infrastructures of superdiversity’ 
(Blommaert, 2014). To a large extent shaped by social 
support networks and forms of social capital, such infra-
structures are contingent on the nature of social relations 
between long-established residents and newcomers. 

While, by its nature, the concept of arrival infrastruc-
tures focuses on the materiality of arrival and settlement 
resources (i.e., the physical presence of such infrastruc-
tures), the mobility and fluctuation rates found in urban 
arrival areas also mean that arrival infrastructures often 
transcend neighbourhood boundaries. Institutions such 
as mosque associations or doctors’ surgeries are not only 
used by local populations, but in many cases attract es-
tablished migrants who have since moved away from the 
neighbourhood (Hanhörster & Weck, 2016). Empirical 
studies in Germany have looked at the social ties devel-
oped in certain institutions such as mosques and commu-
nity organisations and in many cases transcending neigh-
bourhood boundaries, illustrating the permeability of 
(administrative) neighbourhood boundaries (Hanhörster 
& Weck, 2016). 

Alongside the functional aspect of supplying neigh-
bourhood residents with information, goods and ser-
vices, infrastructures such as advice centres or (migrant) 
organisations can also provide important forms of infor-
mal help. Such personal services can involve the trans-
fer of more informal information or the provision of 
emotional support but may also involve resources help-
ing newcomers to start climbing up the social ladder 
(Farwick et al., 2019). The density and configuration of 
these settings influence the social and cultural resources 
of neighbourhood residents in many ways. For example, 
research on arrival areas in Dortmund and Hannover has 
illustrated the importance of ‘weak ties’ (Granovetter, 
1973) and their ability to also provide resources going 
beyond just ‘getting-by.’ The qualitative results illustrate 
the relevance of the right ‘interfaces’ for transferring re-
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sources: For resources promoting upward social mobil-
ity to be transferred, it is not enough to simply have 
contact with partners well-endowed with such resources, 
but partners also need to possess knowledge about rele-
vant services or available jobs or housing (Farwick et al., 
2019: p. 13; Phillimore et al., 2018). 

Institutionalised to varying degrees, these settings 
play an important role as hubs allowing people to come 
together and as sites for transferring social, cultural and 
economic capital (Kurtenbach, 2015; Schillebeeckx et al., 
2019). Drawing on research on several high streets in the 
UK characterised by high numbers of businesses run by 
migrants, Hall et al. (2017, p. 1325) describe how “the mi-
grant infrastructure of the street offers a partial promise 
to the newcomer, a space of relative autonomy and invis-
ibility, to obtain a foothold in the city.” They describe how 
some shopkeepers have taken on the important function 
of helping newcomers with filling in official forms. 

Ongoing research in East London, undertaken by 
Wessendorf, has shown the importance of the visibility 
of services for migrant newcomers. Especially migrants 
with little knowledge of the majority language and lim-
ited digital literacy often find support just by walking 
around an area and seeing support services advertised 
in public space. One of the local libraries, for example, 
sports a large sign and a huge window through which 
people can see that it is a publicly accessible space of-
fering various types of advice services. Due to its high 
visibility and welcoming atmosphere, many newcomers 
enter the library to gain information on services such 
as language classes or welfare advice. For many, the li-
brary thus functions as a steppingstone to other types 
of support. An arrival infrastructural approach thus high-
lights the spatial and material dimensions of migrant 
arrival, building on calls to “rethink the role of mate-
riality” (Burchardt & Hoehne, 2015, p. 5) in social life 
(Seethaler-Wari, 2018, p. 147). 

Importantly, arrival areas can offer access to re-
sources transcending ethnic boundaries. In such con-
texts, long-established migrants with ‘settlement exper-
tise’ can support newcomers of various backgrounds to 
find a foothold in a new place (Phillimore et al., 2018). 
Thus, migrants act as ‘arrival brokers’ in different fields, 
bridging ‘structural holes’ (Burt, 1992) within and out-
side the neighbourhood and providing access to settle-
ment information. 

However, arrival infrastructures do not always gener-
ate forms of social capital or access to functional sup-
port. They can also enhance forms of exclusion. For 
example, the second-hand car trade in one area in 
Brussels was set up by particular groups of newcomers 
decades ago. While it offers employment for newcom-
ers, it also locks some of them into low-paid jobs, particu-
larly those with an insecure legal status (Meeus & Arnaut, 
2019). Similarly, research in East London undertaken by 
Wessendorf has shown that newcomers sometimes get 
stuck in poorly paid jobs, for example in the building sec-
tor, due to limited knowledge of English and dependence 

on co-ethnic ‘gatekeepers’ who channel them into spe-
cific jobs. Andersson, Musterd, and Galster (2019) investi-
gated refugees’ employment prospects in so-called port-
of-entry neighbourhoods in Sweden, identifying gender 
differences and illustrating how female refugees’ labour 
market participation is negatively affected by greater per-
centages of co-ethnic neighbours and social pressures 
to refrain from taking up paid work. Taking the hous-
ing market as an example, recent research in Germany 
points to informal letting strategies leading to an over-
crowding of newly arriving migrants in dilapidated build-
ings, taking advantage of Romanian and Bulgarian mi-
grants’ weak position on the housing market (Hanhörster, 
Ramos Lobato, Droste, Diesenreiter, & Becker, 2020). 
Arrival neighbourhoods and arrival-specific infrastruc-
tures can thus be both enabling and disabling with regard 
to social mobility. 

5. Conclusion: Arrival Infrastructures as Crystallisation 
Points for Transferring Resources 

This article has provided a conceptual overview of the 
notion of arrival areas and how such areas potentially 
offer a wealth of arrival infrastructures through which 
newcomers can access arrival and settlement resources. 
Previous research on neighbourhoods with high num-
bers of people with a migration background, primarily 
in the realm of studies on so-called ‘context effects’ and 
‘ethnic enclaves,’ has described both the advantages and 
disadvantages of living in such areas. Because much of 
the research on ‘context effects’ has assumed that de-
privation in such neighbourhoods leads to further disad-
vantage (van Ham & Manley, 2012), and that, for local 
authorities, the arrival of newcomers might exacerbate 
already existing challenges related to deprivation, many 
European countries are applying distribution strategies 
in order to disperse newly arriving refugees (Adam et al., 
2020; ESPON, 2019). 

While research on neighbourhood effects has looked 
at the effects of disadvantage on the population at large 
(including people with a migration background), and re-
search on ethnic enclaves has tended to look at long-
established migrants and ethnic minorities, research on 
arrival areas more specifically focuses on how the neigh-
bourhood context affects recently arrived migrant new-
comers. This is particularly relevant in a time when 
newcomers often settle in areas populated by previ-
ous migrants, but not necessarily by people from the 
same background. The arrival infrastructural lens thus 
enables an analysis of migrant integration which goes 
beyond assumptions of co-ethnic support, looking at 
how arrival infrastructures, set up by long-established 
migrants, might benefit newcomers from various back-
grounds. Thus, the spatial concentration of immigrants 
can facilitate the social participation of newly arrived mi-
grants and their access to arrival resources (Hanhörster 
& Weck, 2016; Kurtenbach, 2015; Schillebeeckx et al., 
2019). Nevertheless, the focus on arrival infrastructures 
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must not overlook the existence of precarity and multi-
ple disadvantages among those living in such areas. In 
fact, arrival infrastructures providing support for new-
comers often emerge because of underlying disadvan-
tage and discrimination, for example regarding access 
to housing. Long-established migrants thus fill structural 
holes resulting from limited welfare provision and lack of 
urban planning by local government. 

Using this perspective on how migrants gain access to 
resources puts the effects of existing disadvantages into 
a different light. Dependent on how urban institutions 
are structured and which local alliances exist, the specific 
functionalities offered by arrival spaces need to be ac-
knowledged and strengthened. Local governments and 
urban planners could build on long-established migrants’ 
(often informal) arrival know-how, supporting them in 
providing access to resources and settlement informa-
tion for newcomers. With migrants actively participat-
ing in many ways in both informal and formal networks, 
we need further research on migrant networks and the 
strategies with which migrants gain access to resources 
upon arrival (see for example Phillimore et al., 2014; 
Ryan, 2011). 

This specific focus on arrival areas and their charac-
teristics also speaks against integration policies which 
assume that migrants should ‘integrate’ into a sup-
posed ‘mainstream society’ which, in areas of long-term 
immigration, is difficult to define (Grzymala-Kazlowska 
& Phillimore, 2017). This focus on arrival areas shifts 
attention—dominant in integration theory and policy— 
away from the individual migrant and towards the role of 
the resources provided in specific areas. Resulting from 
a lack of local government support structures, it is of-
ten long-established populations, including those with a 
migration background themselves, who step in and fill 
structural holes. The arrival infrastructural lens thus con-
tributes to our understanding of migrant integration pro-
cesses shaped not only by newcomers’ own social, cul-
tural and economic capital and by broader national and 
city-wide integration policies, socio-economic conditions 
and support structures (or the lack thereof), but also by 
the presence of long-established migrants and ethnic mi-
norities with specific settlement expertise. It is this spe-
cific expertise as ‘arrival brokers’ which many newcom-
ers tap into upon arrival. 

A more detailed analysis of the dynamics and mecha-
nisms found in arrival areas extends static concepts of 
territorially bounded neighbourhoods whose residents 
are seen to be primarily influenced by their disadvanta-
geous surroundings, and relativizes the negative effects 
of living in ‘disadvantaged neighbourhoods’ discussed in 
research on context effects. This new perspective applies 
especially to the social, institutional and spatially related 
functional ties extending beyond neighbourhood bound-
aries. The societal processes currently emerging in neigh-
bourhoods with high migrant populations cannot be cov-
ered sufficiently by research focused solely on neighbour-
hood context effects. Looking at arrival areas and specif-

ically at the everyday practices of the people living in 
these areas enables us to show how different transna-
tional and multilocal migration and settlement practices 
provide scope for social participation. Through research-
ing arrival areas, the functions of certain spaces in our 
cities for integrating migrants can be understood in a 
wider context, as can the constitutive and transforma-
tional power of migration and its influence on urban de-
velopment practices. 

Further studies of urban peripheries and ‘ordinary 
cities’ could illustrate their role as increasingly relevant 
contemporary arrival spaces. Although the specific spa-
tial features and social practices described here have 
been observed in many different case studies through-
out the world, a discussion of the quantitative and qual-
itative indicators needed to identify arrival spaces has 
only taken place in a handful of European cities. And 
finally, further research is needed to both identify es-
tablished and incipient arrival spaces, and to look more 
closely at the lifestyles, individual practices and social in-
teractions of migrants in increasingly diverse neighbour-
hoods, thereby gaining a better understanding of the 
many facets of arrival and integration. 
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