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ABSTRACT  

Following Ager and Strang’s (2008) work on core domains of integration, this research examines the 
domain of social connections through the study of individuals’ networks. It explores the ways in which 
Spanish nationals who have arrived in Bristol since 2008 have i) accessed and developed networks in 
the city ii) mobilized their capitals through dyadic ties and networks and iii) how the outcome of these 
mobilizations helped them to socially integrate. Diverging from Putnam (2000) and Woolcock’s (1998) 
ties perspective (bridges, bonds and links) this research draws from Bourdieu (1986, 2000), 
Granovetter (1973, 1983) and Ryan’s (2011, 2016; 2015b) work to look at the development of social 
connections and the mobilization of capitals to achieve (or not) social integration. Sociograms were 
used to map the ties that 27 Spanish nationals had developed in Bristol. Semi-structured interviews 
guided the completion of the sociogram and provided detail about individuals’ dyadic ties and 
networks. Demographic questionnaire data provided context to their stories. The research found that 
developed ties in the city occur through shared spaces, romantic partners, hispanophile natives, and 
people in similar work and life stages. Moreover, the research found that Spaniards mobilized their 
capitals through their networks to socially integrate into co-national, religious, professional, native 
and mixed networks. Vertical ties, social and cultural brokers, free time, and the hospitality of the 
residents were key elements explaining two-way integration outcomes. Strong ties provided a sense 
of belonging, reciprocity, and settlement.  

The research contributes to the literature on migration, social capital, and networks (migrant capital); 
provides the concepts of social and cultural brokers, aims to separate tie theory from social capital 
theory; and highlights a new and understudied phenomenon of long-term Spanish migration to Bristol. 
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1 INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT 

International migration to the United Kingdom (UK) has traditionally relied on people coming from its 

former colonies in the Caribbean, South Asia and Ireland (Hansen 2003), however the weight of intra-

European migration became more significant with the creation of the European Union (EU) in 1993 

and later with the 2004 accession. The consecutive EU enlargements made the country more 

susceptible to receiving migration from other European States, especially those coming from the East 

of Europe.  

The UK has historically been an attractive destination for EU citizens due to English being an 

international language, its low unemployment rate and high standards of living (Blanchflower and 

Lawton 2009).  The financial crisis of 2008 reaffirmed this trend in the demographic contribution of 

European migrants, incorporating migrants from the South of Europe that were coming as a result of 

austerity policies and their negative social effects (Bermudez and Brey 2017; Correia, Dussault, and 

Pontes 2015; Matsaganis and Leventi 2014; Petmesidou and Guillén 2014). 

Spanish citizens started to look for better opportunities abroad, mainly in the UK. As King (2012:148) 

has shown, migration flows “remain at base an economic phenomenon, driven by economic motives 

and forces and with powerful economic effects on the destination places of migrants, migrant source 

areas, and the migrants themselves”. The Spanish case is not different, but the economic aspect is not 

the only driver. Being unemployed, experiencing stagnated careers, precariousness, or lack of 

opportunities, or losing unemployment subsidies explains only why Spaniards have chosen to leave 

their country, not why they have come to the UK. The principle of free movement, direct and cheap 

flights, higher educational attainment, a healthy British labour market, and the importance of “English 

as the lingua franca of the business community” (D’Angelo and Kofman 2017:177) could explain intra-

EU mobility, especially the migration trend of Spanish citizens to the UK.  

As a UK city, Bristol offers all the benefits listed above in addition to the infrastructure of a major city 

that is not as expensive as London; this was one of the reasons for choosing Bristol mentioned by 

research participants.  

Spanish nationals have been arriving in Bristol in an increasing number since 2008. Migration is not a 

transitory phenomenon (Bourdieu and Wacquant 2000), and this research will explore the different 

ways Spanish nationals who have arrived in Bristol have used their capitals to develop social 

connections and aims to understand how the outcomes of those connections have shaped their social 

integration. By doing this, the thesis attempts to make two empirical contributions. First it will shed 

light on this recent phenomenon of Spanish migration in Bristol, and secondly it will aid understanding 
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the effect of social and cultural brokers for fast-track integration. The third contribution is conceptual 

and fits into a recent trend that looks at migration studies through a migrant capital lens (capitals, 

networks and migration). The thesis contributes to tie theory by clarifying the connection between 

vertical ties and social location.  

1.1  MIGRATING FROM SPAIN 

The period after 2008 was not the first time that waves of Spanish migrants moved to the UK. The 

Spanish Ministry for Employment, Migration and Social Security1 has characterised previous migration 

to the UK in three major groups. The first group comprised political exiles that left the country after 

the Spanish Civil War which ended in 1939. The second group were migrants that left Spain between 

the 1950s and the 1970s, mainly economic migrants. The last group is typified by young professionals 

who came to work in Spanish or British-Spanish companies, and young students who came for a short 

period of time to learn the English language between 1990 and the early 2000s. 

A report created in a partnership between the Office for National Statistics (ONS) and the Instituto 

Nacional de Estadísticas (the Spanish ONS) demonstrates a fourth wave of Spanish nationals. The 

report (ONS 2017) documented an increase in long-term migration (more than a year), short-term 

migration (less than year) and the number of Spanish visitors (less than 28 days) that have arrived in 

the UK since 2008. 

Spanish nationals come from a developed western country with common European history with the 

United Kingdom. This may help them to integrate into British society, as it has been suggested that 

conflict arises when newcomers do not share a similar culture to the native population (Rohmann, 

Florack, and Piontkowski 2006). However, they arrived in a period where the rhetoric against migrants, 

particularly to those from the European Union, worsened and reached a peak after the EU referendum 

(Komaromi and Singh 2016).  

Migrants coming from other countries within the European Union face some of the same difficulties 

in integrating as those who do not hold an EU passport (Ciupijus 2011; Gilmartin and Migge 2015), 

especially if those migrants do not speak English, and belong to an ethnic minority (Constant, Kahanec, 

and Zimmermann 2009). Hence the cultural similarities and the EU membership do not necessarily 

make Spaniards’ integration easier; they will still need certainty in their legal status, linguistic 

competence, recognition of qualifications, access to employment, access to housing and social 

services, and political participation (Gilmartin and Migge 2015). Furthermore, they will need to 

 
1 Sociological information for the UK from the Spanish Ministry of Employment, Migration and Social Security: 
http://www.mitramiss.gob.es/es/mundo/consejerias/reinoUnido/emigracion/contenidos/datos.htm.  

http://www.mitramiss.gob.es/es/mundo/consejerias/reinoUnido/emigracion/contenidos/datos.htm
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exercise their agency to develop ties, networks and access the resources that could help them to 

become an integrated part of the host society. 

The co-national communities in different places of arrival can help newcomers to plan their migration, 

and to settle in through the use of low cost and low time-investment social media (Dekker and 

Engbersen 2014). However, this new migration from Spain to Bristol has not been studied and, 

because of the newcomer’s profile and particular context in which is happening, it seems to be unique.  

The economic situation in Spain has improved since the beginning of the financial crisis, yet 

unemployment levels are still higher than the UK, and many of the Spaniards that have come to Bristol 

are settling in regardless of whether they have social connections in the city or not. 

“I am a very sociable person, whoever knows me would say that. Bristol, my stay in 

England (nervous laugh) has changed me. It has been so difficult that I have given up. 

Wherever I used to go I was full of confidence, and this has become a challenge 

because I haven’t found a connection with the people. When I arrived, the fact I didn’t 

have any friends made me feel very sad. I needed my routines of having a drink every 

day, talking to my friends daily, this has frustrated me a lot. I see myself walking down 

the street and I see myself very lonely.” Romi. 32 Years old, Andalusia. 

“I arrived in Bristol on a Friday and on a Saturday, I met Anton, because he was a work 

colleague of some friends from my city that were already here… Since I arrived here 

Anton is the only person that hasn’t changed in my life, all the others have been in and 

out, and this guy is the only one who I still have a relationship with… Friends here are 

just for 6 months. I am tired of this, sometimes I don’t even want to meet new people 

because I already know I’ll end up saying goodbye to them.” Galvano. 36 Years old, 

Madrid. 

Romi2 was earning €3.5 an hour in a café. She could not find a job in her field, so she decided to move 

to France for seasonal work to save enough money to come to the UK. In Bristol she found a job in her 

field earning more than three times the salary she had back in Spain. However, after more than two 

years living in Bristol, she feels she has not been able to replicate the same kind of life she had at home 

despite being part of a tight co-national community of Spanish speakers. Galvano came from a 

precarious situation too. He wanted to become a police officer in Spain but the opportunities to apply 

were delayed year on year because of the cuts to public services. In the meantime, he was receiving 

 
2 This research has used pseudonyms to name participant and their ties, and the specific geographical areas have been 
replaced by the name of the region to protect the anonymity of the interviewees. 
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help from his family and working in any job he could with or without a contract. When, finally, 

applications opened, Galvano applied but was not accepted into the police force. He decided to leave 

Spain because he could not afford to keep working without a contract. He had a friend who promised 

to find him a job in Bristol, so he decided to come immediately because there were direct flights from 

Madrid and because he did not want to work as a kitchen porter or as a waiter, as he had already done 

for a long time. In the end, his friend did not help him at all, and he ended up starting over almost 

without connections in the city.  

Having a diversity of ties providing  support, camaraderie and access to resources or opportunities can 

generate the “connective tissue” that drives the process of integration at a local level (Ager and Strang 

2008:177). However, as different ties provide access to different resources, different networks have 

different resources available for their members.  

This research aims to explore the ways in which the resources and the evolving dyadic ties and 

networks available for Spanish migrants arriving in Bristol could make a difference to the way they 

experience the process of planning the migration, arriving, settling in the city and pursuing their 

personal goals; and how the outcomes of this process help them to become an integrated part of the 

community in which they are. 

1.2  RESEARCH QUESTION 

Romi and Galvano’s experiences of living in Bristol are different, but both felt that the social aspect of 

their lives in the city was lacking some sort of connection. Their situation is not unique, but it draws 

attention to how different individuals develop and maintain ties that could connect them with one or 

more networks in Bristol and whether mobilizing their social capital within those networks could help 

them to integrate. Such enquiries frame the research question of this thesis, which will be discussed 

in detail in chapter 2: 

In what ways have Spanish nationals who arrived in Bristol between 2008 and 2017 

used their social capital to develop social connections, and how have the outcomes of 

those connections shaped their social integration? 

To answer this question, this research looks at i) the social connections interviewees developed in 

Bristol through dyadic ties and networks, ii) the role of their social capital in developing social 

connections and iii) the ways in which Spanish nationals have used their migrant capitals (capitals and 

networks) to socially integrate in Bristol. 

Qualitative methods are the most appropriate to provide an answer to the questions above. This 
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research used target sociograms to map the dyadic ties and networks developed in the city by the 27 

participants, and semi-structured interviews to guide the completion of the sociogram and to provide 

detail about individuals’ dyadic ties and networks in addition to questions of integration. Demographic 

questionnaire data provided context to their stories and capitals. 

To answer the research question, there are three areas of particular interest to this study. First, the 

ties or networks that have influenced and helped the interviewees to settle their lives in Bristol. This 

includes the ties that helped them plan their migration to Bristol, the first experiences with people in 

Bristol, their first meaningful tie outside of their networks and the evolution of these ties into 

networks over the time they have lived in the city. The strength of the ties and the verticality of them 

will inform this research by elucidating the structure of the networks developed by the interviewees. 

The second area of interest explores the relevance social capital has on the interviewees’ decisions 

and actions. This will help to explain why certain ties become strong and others do not, the particular 

direction in which resources, opportunity and information flow, and the role of social exchanges in 

developing recognition or mutual acquaintance between two actors.  

The third area of interest focuses on understanding the way in which social capital, dyadic ties and 

networks have influenced the social integration outcomes of the participants of this research. 

In order to answer the research questions and objectives, this project will draw from the resources 

perspective of social capital theory (Bourdieu 2002), ties theory (Granovetter 1973; Ryan 2016) and 

the understanding of social integration through social connections (Ager and Strang 2008; Castles et 

al. 2001; Gilmartin and Migge 2015; Penninx 2005) to analyse the data. 

This research is focused on Spanish migrants because they are a relatively new group of migrants in 

Bristol, but also because they possess different characteristics to other EU migrants as they tend to be 

young, highly qualified and the product of the years in which Spain’s economy was booming 

(Jendrissek 2016). 

1.3  RESEARCH SITE 

Of all the major cities in the United Kingdom, after London Bristol has the most active and numerous 

online community “Españoles en Bristol” with more than 24,000 members. This number does not 

necessarily represent the number of Spanish nationals living in Bristol but reflects the interest that 

Spanish migrants have in the city.  
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A report from Bristol City Council (2016) demonstrates that the Spanish community is not only growing 

but has also surpassed the growth of the Polish and Romanian population in terms of National 

Insurance number registrations.  

Between the 1991 and 2001 UK census, the number of Spanish nationals increased by 41% and from 

2001 to 2011 by 54%. More recently the number of Spaniards living in the UK increased by 68% in just 

4 years between 2011 and 2016, consolidating this upward trend (Table 1).   

Year 1991 2001 2011 2015 

Estimates in thousands 34 48 74 125 

% Increase  - 41% 54% 68% 

Table 1: Spanish population in the United Kingdom estimates by year. Source: Office for National Statistics (2015) 

The National Insurance Number registrations (NINos) of Spanish nationals confirms this trend. 

Between 2002 and 2011 the number of new registrations was 111,205 and in the following years from 

2012 to 2016 the new NINos issued to Spanish nationals reached 223,7213, more than double the 

previous decade in just 4 years. The majority of the NINos issued in Bristol are distributed in the city 

centre and its surroundings. Consequently, we can say with certainty that the UK has been 

experiencing the fourth wave of Spaniards since 2008. 

Spaniards have arrived mostly to London, however other major cities like Edinburgh, Manchester and 

Bristol have seen the numbers of Spanish-born citizens risen. Spaniards in Bristol have formed a small 

community that represent less than 0.8% of the total population of Spaniards in the UK. They are not 

the biggest group of migrants in the city, and comprise around 0.3% (Bristol City Council 2016) of 

Bristol’s population; however, the number of NINos issued in the period of 2009-16 show the speed 

of growth of the Spanish population in Bristol (Table 2).  

Year 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

ONS Bristol 

c = not available due to disclosure control c C c c c 1,000 4,000 1,000 

NINo Bristol 230 305 496 836 983 1,453 1,366 1,357 

Table 2: Spanish citizens in Bristol, by year. Source: Office of National Statistics 

Furthermore, Spaniards are the most common EU nationality in Bristol requesting permission to work, 

surpassing the registrations of Polish workers (Figure 1). 

 
3 Data Source: http://Stat-Xplore.dwp.gov.uk.   

http://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/
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Figure 1: National insurance registrations for non-UK nationals in Bristol. Top five countries based on number of registrations 

in 2015/16. 

Overall, the arrival of Spanish nationals to the United Kingdom and Bristol can be characterised as 

mainly young people, ready to be incorporated into the job market. The NINo registrations in 

2015/2016 show that 18- to 34-year-olds represented the majority of Spanish registrations (Table 3).  

Age at 
registration 

Under 18 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-59 60 and over Total 

Quantity 23 3,348 4,737 773 192 11 10 9,098 

Table 3: NINo registration of Spanish nationals at Bristol by age 2015/2016. Source: https://sw.stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/. 

They are employed in the public administration, education and health sector primarily, secondly in the 

banking and finance sector, and thirdly in distribution, hotels and restaurant jobs (ONS 2017). There 

is a huge portion of skilled migrants performing professional, technical and managerial occupations as 

well as people working in elementary occupations, services and skilled trade occupations (ONS 2017). 

The data outlined above demonstrates the importance of studying Spanish migration to Bristol and 

social integration of migrants. Moreover, in 2019 Marvin Rees, Bristol’s mayor announced that “Bristol 

City Council will be partnering with the University of Bristol and 30 community organisations from 

across the city on a £1m research project on integration, supported by the Economic and Social 

Research Council” (marvinjrees 2019) which recognizes the importance of studying social integration 

in the city. 
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1.4  THESIS OVERVIEW 

The thesis is organised into eight chapters. Introduction and context provides background about the 

recent migration to Bristol by Spanish migrants, explains some of the reasons and the type of 

migration and the historical context in which it is happening. It proposes the idea that social 

connections in the place of arrival are relevant for social integration, proposes a research question 

and objectives of the research to study social integration and synthetizes the perspectives which will 

be used to carry out the analysis. Finally, it provides context to justify Bristol as the place to study 

Spanish migration. 

Theories of social capital and integration examines the different conceptualisations of social capital, 

their origins, perspectives, and its mechanics. The chapter engages with the conceptual problems of 

social capital and explains the importance of distinguishing between the two major perspective on it; 

the chapter also describes the relationship between social capital and social connections (ties plus 

networks). Assimilation and social integration are discussed in detail to provide a position for this 

research and explain why it uses integration as a concept despite the criticism it has received. Finally, 

the chapter establishes the relationship between social capital, dyadic ties and networks (migrant 

capital), and social integration, to study social integration of Spanish migrants in Bristol.  

Research design and fieldwork explains the research design and how fieldwork will be conducted. It 

starts by positioning the research within the qualitative paradigm, and further explains the connection 

between social capital, capital conversions, and social connections (horizontal and vertical). It 

discusses the network paradigm and the position of this research within it as well as the tools from 

the paradigm that will be used in this research (sociograms) and justifies why sociograms are the most 

relevant tool to study social integration and individuals’ networks. The chapter will also provide 

information about the research sample and its characteristics; explain the sampling routes; describe 

the data analysis method, the positionality of the researcher and the effect on the outcomes of the 

research; and discuss the ethical considerations of the research. 

Capital conversions in the arrival and settling process is the first empirical chapter and is focused on 

the stories of Violeta, Nestor and Juanse; it explores conversions of economic capital and the effect it 

has on the social outcomes of the interviewees. The chapter adopts a biographical approach to explain 

how the interviewees converted their economic capital into other forms of capital, and how such 

conversions have influenced their experiences of the migration planning process, arrival in Bristol, and 

settling in. Topics of distinction, migration goals and social location will be discussed in the chapter. 

Cultural and Social capital conversions is the second empirical chapter and is focused on the stories of 

Yolanda, Miriam and Adrian; it explores the conversions of social and cultural capital and the effect 
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they have on the social outcomes of the interviewees. The chapter adopts a biographical approach to 

explain the conversions interviewees made of their social and cultural capital into other forms and 

how such conversions have influenced their experiences of migration planning process, arrival in 

Bristol, and settling in and the networks they have created in the city. Topics of transnational 

networks, language proficiency and social brokers will be discussed in this chapter. 

Strong ties and the social integration of migrant families is the third empirical chapter and explores 

the relationship between strong ties, diversity, life stages and spatial proximity through the stories of 

Hernan and Amanda, Paula and Jose Angel, Pilar and Claudia. The chapter addresses the social 

integration process through the use interviewees make of ties available for them through their family, 

antenatal classes, school activities, interaction through the National Health Service and playground 

groups. Topics of ethnicity, safety, solidarity, and spatial distance will be discussed together with social 

integration. 

Workplace and Co-national ties is the last empirical chapter and looks at the relationship between the 

workplace and co-national ties. The chapter focuses on the stories of Pilar, Claudia, Pedro and Galvano 

and explores the effects that a welcoming environment or bullying at work have on personal 

integration outcomes. It also looks the building of ties through professional networks and the use of 

a position of power (social location) to understand the social integration outcomes of the respondents. 

Conclusions is the last chapter of the thesis and provides an overall answer to the research questions 

and the three main objectives, outlines the contribution to knowledge, explains why it is important to 

understand the experiences of social integration of Spanish nationals in Bristol, and outlines how some 

of the themes raised in the empirical chapters could be developed in future research. 

To summarise, this thesis will provide further analysis of “the processes through which migrants 

develop, access and maintain different types of networks in different social locations, with different 

people and of how such networks are used to generate, transfer and activate resources” (Ryan et al. 

2015b:3), to enable social integration. 
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2  THEORIES OF SOCIAL CAPITAL AND INTEGRATION 

2.1  INTRODUCTION 

This chapter examines the evolution and the current relevance of the concept of social capital.  It will 

discuss social capital theory from the perspective of the authors who have helped to progress and 

mainstream it, and outline the characteristics of social capital, the benefits associated with it, the 

conditions for its development, its limitations, and how the concept can be applied to migration and 

social integration studies. 

The first section of this chapter will look at the history and early evolution of the concept. The second 

section looks at the normative perspective of social capital. It focuses first on James Coleman’s social 

capital theory, the forms it takes and the distinction between sources, resources, and possessors; it 

then covers the advancement of the theory by the most influential scholar in the area, Robert Putnam, 

who looked at the effects of social capital and the type of ties that mobilize it. Both positions are 

critiqued. The third section will look at social capital as a resources theory focusing on Bourdieu’s 

contribution to social capital theory, the mechanics of it, the relationship with other forms of capital 

and the transfer of one form of capital to another (conversion). The fourth section looks at the strong 

criticism social capital theory has received, the problems with its ambiguity, definition, negative 

effects, and some lessons to consider. The fifth section will look at how the thesis is positioned in 

terms of integration theory. The sixth section focuses on social capital as a resources theory that draws 

from Bourdieu, Granovetter and Ryan’s work and explains how expanding the theory may allow 

scholars to use the concept in migration studies. The conclusions will establish the connections 

between the role that social capital, dyadic ties and networks have in the social integration of Spanish 

migrants in Bristol. 

2.2  EARLY EVOLUTION OF THE CONCEPT 

Interest in associative life has been part of social science for a long time. Durkheim (2014) and Karl 

Marx looked at group life and its effects on alienation and exploitation (Clarke 1991), and solidarity 

among a mobilized working class, respectively (Portes 1998). However, it was Lyda Hanifan’s (1916) 

study on rural communities that first named the value of associative life ‘social capital’. Jane Jacobs 

(1992) in 1961 was concerned about the effect that urban planning had on the social tissue of 

neighbourhoods, and she also named this social capital. Additionally Glenn Loury (1976) explained 

how the lack of connections to the job market and scarce information about job opportunities were 

barriers that Black people couldn´t overcome just with equality of opportunities, they also needed 
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social capital. None of the authors above cited earlier work on social capital, but they were able to 

capture the essence of dyadic ties and networks under the same concept (Woolcock and Narayan, 

2000). 

The interest in group life and the advantages of associativity has moved from an intuitive 

understanding of the value of networks and participation in them, to a more sophisticated 

understanding that focuses on the intangible currency that allows individuals to access the resources 

within their networks. From the family that leaves their children with their grandparents, to a 

neighbour that receives your postal delivery when you are not at home, or the colleague who is 

covering you while you are not at your desk, or the friend that tells you about a job opportunity that 

is going to be advertised soon, ties are an essential part of our daily life. Still they can be used only 

once there is a relationship of trust and mutual acquaintance, and this does not happen instantly 

(Bourdieu 2002). Migrants who have arrived in a place where they do not know anyone are not part 

of such networks because they left them back at home. Building trust to develop new ties takes time 

and having the ability to make those ties productive to access information, support, opportunities, or 

goods is what is called social capital.   

2.3  SOCIAL CAPITAL AS A NORMATIVE THEORY 

Fulkerson and Thomson (2008) divided social capital theory into two groups. One is more closely 

associated with Durkheim’s work, or rational-utilitarian traditions, in which social capital is understood 

as a cluster of features within a social structure that leads to collective action with the aim of 

producing mutual benefit for a particular group of people. Putnam and Coleman’s work can be 

categorised in this group.  

The second group uses a resources approach (Fulkerson and Thompson 2008) and is associated with 

the works of Pierre Bourdieu and Mark Granovetter, both of which will be discussed in the ‘Social 

capital as a resources theory’ section. This division created by Fulkerson and Thompson is an ideal 

type and does not imply the normative and resource perspectives are mutually exclusive, because 

there are some overlaps between them. However, this distinction provides order to the different 

social capital perspectives and helps to choose compatible theories to analyse the data. 

This subsection examines Coleman’s influence on the development of social capital scholarship. It 

focuses on the rational features of social structures (norms and sanctions) that influence collective 

action, which happens when there is group agreement on those norms and sanctions or closure 

(Coleman 1988). The second subsection will look at the work of Robert Putnam, who was interested 

in how associations facilitate collective action and generate positive social outcomes. Putnam 
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developed the concept of social capital after researching how trust, reciprocity, and networks of civic 

engagement like bowling leagues and Parents and Teachers’ Associations as part of local and national 

social structures are responsible for making democracy work.  

2.3.1 James Coleman 

Coleman (1988:98) defined social capital as a variety of different objects, “with two elements in 

common: they all consist of some features of social structures, and they facilitate certain actions” 

within such structures. He also suggested that social capital makes it possible to achieve certain ends 

that in its absence would not be possible (e.g., more efficient transactions4). Coleman’s initial interest 

was education, and he studied how families could use their position within their networks to improve 

the academic outcomes of their children. However, such focus went beyond educational outcomes 

when he looked at the connection between social capital and the skills and knowledge acquired by an 

individual, and suggested that social capital could facilitate better social outcomes within families and 

communities through the creation of human capital, defined as “embodied in the skills and knowledge 

acquired by an individual” (Coleman 1988:100).  

Coleman’s version of social capital falls into the rational choice approach. This outlines that individuals 

within a community are rational actors with control and interest over certain resources and events, 

which means that they will make a rational use of their social capital to produce human capital. For 

that reason, Coleman’s rational choice theory approach to social capital has received the same 

criticism as rational choice theory; namely that individuals’ behaviours are not always rational and 

sometimes they are constrained by their social habits, preferences, context, and other actors, as well 

as economic and cultural factors which in some ways can determine their outcomes. Ishihara and 

Pascual (2009) argue that it is not only individuals’ rational calculations that allow them to act 

collectively in pursuit of a particular benefit; rather, the understanding of the preferences of other 

community or network members also shapes their actions. Furthermore, this approach ignores the 

influence of the power relations within the group or network in creating collective action (Fine 2002). 

Coleman recognises the authority of parents and the power of a community to exclude individuals but 

does not think in terms of social stratification. 

2.3.1.1 Three forms of social capital? 

Regardless of the criticism, Coleman’s theorization contributed to the development of the theory. 

Coleman (1988) envisioned three forms of social capital. The first is the group of expectations, 

obligations, and trustworthiness of structures. These are created when an individual does something 

 
4 When there’s trust there is no need to control all the exchanges or prevent someone abusing the trust within the 

network. An example used by Coleman is the diamond market controlled by a community with family and religious ties.  



 

26 
 

for someone. Such action creates an expectation of reciprocity to be paid back in the future, which he 

called obligation. To make these interactions work there should be at least a minimal existence of 

trustworthiness of structures between the participants, and each time that the reciprocity cycle is 

completed the trustworthiness of structures increases. Therefore, successful exchanges reaffirm the 

trustworthiness within the group and limits of it.  

The second form that social capital takes is the information channels, which are built through the social 

relations individuals have, and provide a basis for action. Social relations can transfer different types 

of information that could not be found as easily or as quickly by other means. This could present an 

opportunity for the members of the group, neighbourhood, or association, if information or 

knowledge is obtained that could lead to a benefit for the individual or the group.  

The third and last form is the norms and the effective sanctions. For Coleman, an effective norm could 

form social capital by its own existence, by aiming to protect the interests of the community above the 

self-interest of its members. Norms can be positively reinforced by giving rewards like status in the 

community, a sense of honour or social support from other members. However, if someone acts 

against the community’s interest, that individual could be sanctioned to reinforce the norms. To 

complement the effectiveness of sanctions, Coleman (1988) developed the term closure, which is 

defined as the existence of enough ties between a group of people, members or community to 

guarantee the observance of norms.  

For Coleman (1988) the observance of norms and the existence of closure of the ties between people 

is necessary for the development of trust which also is a requirement for the proliferation of 

obligations and expectations among its members. The importance of closure from Coleman’s 

perspective is that individual reputation cannot develop in an open structure (where no permanent 

ties are present) because the collective sanctions that would ensure trustworthiness cannot be applied. 

This means that closure is needed to allow accumulation of social capital.  However, as Berman (1997) 

suggested, effective norms in some cases can – when there is a high level of communitarianism – 

constrain positive activities, or reduce innovation or actions that could benefit the community.  

2.3.2 Robert Putnam 

Social capital studies have been dominated by Putnam’s approach since the early 90s. His work 

includes an index to measure social capital, together with several concepts that evolved from 

Coleman’s social capital, Granovetter’s weak ties (Granovetter 1973), Lyda Hanifan’s communities 

(Hanifan 1916) and Jane Jacobs’ neighbourhoods (Jacobs 1992). Putnam’s contribution has influenced 

the studies of social capital, networks, migration, social cohesion, integration, political participation 

and international development, and introduced the concepts of bridging and bonding which are 
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commonly used in social capital research, public health, marketing and online studies (Chi 2011; 

Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe 2007; Norris 2002).  

Putnam also introduced the idea that improving social capital within a society will result in a positive 

effect on social outcomes that could be transferred into economic success at the local, regional and 

national level (Putnam 2000). This is a step forward from Coleman’s work, which was focused on the 

social capital within families and schools, towards a macro view of the impact of collective action.  

Putnam aimed to find the cause and the solution to diminishing associativity among Americans. He 

found that activities like political participation, being aware of the current affairs through the press, 

and being part of social, artistic or sports clubs were indicators of a healthy civic society, and therefore 

signified the existence of social capital. 

His ideas on social capital moved the focus of the theory from individuals and groups of people to 

cities and nations. Such theoretical change allowed the use of social capital on a larger scale, using 

quantitative research methods. This difference with Coleman’s work led to interest in Putnam’s 

quantifiable social capital theory, and was also used by Clinton’s administration and the World Bank 

to promote civic engagement and social development respectively (Lelieveldt 2008). Moreover, the 

backing of those two large institutions gave the theory a sense of reliability. 

2.3.2.1 Positive effects of social capital 

Putnam’s broader version of social capital encourages the creation of networks of civic engagement 

which encourage norms of generalized reciprocity and promotes social trust (Putnam 1995). Putnam 

states that the creation of such networks enables coordination and communication, and therefore 

allows difficult situations or group challenges to be collectively resolved (Putnam 1995); that social 

capital also generates reciprocity among individuals; and that if there is trustworthiness, individuals 

will not need to check each economic exchange that has happened, and a more efficient society will 

be achieved (Putnam 2000). Furthermore, he suggests that social capital can develop people’s 

awareness about the ways in which their lives are connected, making people “more tolerant, less 

cynical, and more empathetic to the misfortunes of others” (Putnam 2000:312). In addition, Putnam 

explains that there are two other effects of social capital that have a bigger impact at the society level. 

One is the access to information that facilitates achieving individuals’ goals, such as getting a job, 

getting a promotion or any further economic or social improvement; the other is that it can also help 

develop people’s resilience. Putnam suggests that individuals who have accumulated a substantial 

amount of social capital are better prepared to cope “with traumas and fight illness” (Putnam 

2000:313). 
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One of the first criticisms that Putnam received tried to acknowledge that not all the effects of social 

capital in group relations were positive. Groups with high levels of social capital could exclude 

outsiders, restrict individual freedoms, generate downward levelling norms or create excessive 

demands on group members (Portes 2000; Skocpol 1996; de Souza Briggs 1997). Putnam replied to 

the criticism by dividing the concept into a positive form of social capital named civic, which promotes 

tolerance of diversity and equality, and a negative version of social capital which is sectarian and leads 

to intolerance (Putnam 2000).  

2.3.2.2 Bridging, Bonding and Linking 

Putnam proposed that the forms of social capital could be described mainly as two types of 

connections which are characterized by either frequent interactions and deep emotional involvement 

or sporadic exchanges with low emotional commitment. Those types of connection have been called  

bonding and bridging social capital respectively (Putnam 2000).  

Bridging social capital is an inclusive form of capital. Putnam used the metaphor of a bridge connecting 

individuals that, without it, would be totally disconnected from each other and from the assets on the 

other side. Bridging social capital can be described too as outward looking and happens between 

people from different social backgrounds, ages, genders, religions, nationalities, and ethnicities. Some 

examples of bridging social capital are civic associations, religious organizations, and political parties. 

Bridging social capital is very similar to the idea of weak ties proposed by Granovetter (1973), however 

Granovetter does not load the ties with social capital, but just explains the function of ties within a 

network. Weak ties also form bridges which are indispensable to share ideas, influence individuals, 

find opportunities and for their integration into communities. Granovetter (1973:1364) suggested that 

weak ties are “not automatically bridges”, but certainly all bridges are weak ties. Putnam 

acknowledged this similarity and built on it explaining that this type of capital can generate broader 

identities and reciprocity (Putnam 2000). Ruef (2002) attributes the role of helping information to 

move quicker through networks, and the mechanism that connects individuals from different 

communities, to bridging social capital.  

Bonding social capital – introduced by Gittell and Vidal (1998) and then adopted by Putnam (2000) – 

is inward looking and tends to reinforce exclusive identities and homogeneous groups by creating 

strong group loyalty, however it can also create a strong antagonism to those who do not belong to 

the group. Putnam (2007:143) updated the concept of bonding social capital to include “ties to people 

who are like you in some important way”. Granovetter (1973:1378) describes a similar effect as strong 

ties, which breed local cohesion “but lead to overall fragmentation” in society. This description brings 

together the negative effects of bonding social capital with the sectarian version of it. Some examples 
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of bonding social capital include ethnic organizations, gender-based groups, and class organised 

groups. Both concepts – bridging and bonding – have been largely used in research associated with 

social networks, digital communications and social support (Ellison et al. 2007; Ryan et al. 2008; 

Steinfield et al. 2009).  

Bonding social capital operates within homogeneous groups and diminishes the degree of sociability 

outside restricted social circles (Beugelsdijk and Smulders 2003). It has been said that bridging capital 

in opposition to bonding capital can lead to positive outcomes in society, reducing group entropy, and 

allowing the flow of information and resources (Crescenzi, Gagliardi, and Percoco 2013). Nonetheless, 

Putnam (2007) disputed this assumption and argued that the connection between bonding and 

bridging is not a zero-sum relationship.  The distinction between bridging and bonding has been called 

problematic, because the boundaries between bridging and bonding could be flexible and change 

depending on the context; it is not always clear who is in the group and who does not belong to it 

(Anthias 2007a; Leonard 2004). 

A third dimension of social capital was developed at the World Bank to explain the vertical ties that 

were created between people with differential levels of power. For Szreter & Woolcock (2004), 

bridging social capital acts between more or less equal individuals in relation to their status and power. 

The third form of capital was named linking social capital and defined as the “vertical ties between 

poor people and people in positions of influence in formal organizations” (World Bank 2000:128). 

Szreter & Woolcock (2004:655) defined “linking social capital as norms of respect and networks of 

trusting relationships between people who are interacting across explicit, formal or institutionalized 

power or authority gradients in society”. Both definitions stress the difference of power between the 

actors that make use of this kind of capital.  

Linking social capital exchanges do not happen between homogeneous groups. Accordingly, the 

poorer or less powerful actors have very limited power to make the other accountable for their 

actions; only the powerful institutions or formal organisations possess this. This kind of social 

exchange does not achieve the minimal requirements of homogeneity to reproduce social capital, nor 

to accumulate it, since the obligations that can be enforced only flow in one direction, down the 

hierarchy of power. This criticism of linking social capital can come from the theories of Putnam, who 

states that is necessary to have some structures to enforce social obligation.  The subsection below 

on Time-effort, ties, and debts, where the requirements for the formation of social capital as a 

resource are better explained using the theories of Bourdieu, may offer a better grounding for this 

critique.  
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The term linking social capital is similar to the ladders or vertical bridges that Ryan (2008) proposed 

to differentiate between horizontal and vertical weak ties. However, vertical weak ties open the scope 

for individuals to establish a relationship with other individuals, not just with institutions and other 

formal organizations. Like linking social capital, the focus of vertical weak ties is the differential of 

power or access to resources between the individuals establishing the ties. Moreover, Ryan’s concept 

separates the structure (ties) from the resources travelling along the structure (support from 

institutions) and from the capital itself. 

2.3.2.3 Civic social capital and inequality 

Portes and Vickstrom (2011) took five social capital effects, from the dataset Putnam used to develop 

his social capital theory, to measure whether the correlations were spurious or not. They controlled 

these five effects in relation to social inequality and poverty and found a correlation in just one case: 

between civic social capital and social inequality. Specifically, the regions of the United States which 

had higher levels of civic social capital and lower levels of social inequality were the northern states. 

These states historically had a high number of northern European migrants from Scandinavian 

countries. The opposite effect was observed in the southern regions which had lower levels of civic 

social capital and equality. They found that the southern regions with Black populations who also 

suffered long term discrimination, had accumulated large stocks of inequality. When Portes and 

Vickstrom (2011) controlled the model for wealth distribution and Black population they discovered 

that the effect of civic social capital on social inequality disappeared.  

These findings are salient for two reasons; firstly, civic social capital, as a feature of cities and nations, 

has an historic origin; secondly, and more controversial due to the great amount of scholarship 

surrounding Putnam’s work, is that civic social capital cannot be created to improve cities’ and nations’ 

social outcomes with short term interventions. For social capital to lead to positive effects in 

individuals it needs to be accumulated; its accumulation takes time and effort, and it also requires the 

existence of structures to support its development.  

Letki (2008) suggested that promoting social capital to increase civic participation and produce 

positive social outcomes is a cheaper and less effective alternative to tackling social exclusion and 

social regeneration. Somers (2008) suggests that the concept of social capital by neoliberals and 

conservatives became a political tool to reduce state engagement towards communities but also to 

explain market failures as an outcome of the decline of social capital. Furthermore, promoting 

connectedness within communities without considering previous stocks of inequality could be 

damaging and stigmatising, as the responsibility for the lack of community ties will be situated with 

those who have been excluded from access to better opportunities.  
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Putnam approached migration studies from the social capital perspective and proposed that 

immigration as a source of diversity could, in the short term, reduce social solidarity and social capital, 

but in the long term could create more encompassing identities and cross-cutting forms of social 

solidarity (Putnam 2007). However, Portes and Vickstrom’s research (2011) found that Scandinavian 

migrants reproduced their associational behaviours, which helped them to survive the European 

winter, in northern regions of the United States. As they were migrating with their families, they 

brought their ties and social practices into the northern regions of the United Stated. 

The earlier developers of the concept of social capital such as Hanifan (1916), Jacobs (1992), Loury 

(1976), Bourdieu (1986) and Coleman (1988) considered that its creation and development is a slow 

process that has individual and localized group outcomes. Social capital, like social ties, is fragile since 

any changes to the community can affect its development. The findings described above do not make 

social capital an outdated phenomenon, but they narrow its effects from the cities and nations to 

individuals, groups, associations, and neighbourhoods. 

2.3.3 Sources, resources, and possessors 

Alejandro Portes argued that Coleman (1988), rather than describing the forms that social capital 

takes, was describing:  a) the mechanisms that generate social capital (reciprocity of expectations and 

group enforcement of norms);  b) the consequences of its possession (access to information); and c) 

the social organization that provided the context for both sources and effects to materialize (Portes 

1998:5). Putnam’s version of social capital can also be targeted by Portes’ criticism in relation to the 

logical circularity between possession of social capital and its outcomes (Portes 2000). 

Portes (1998) also distinguishes between the possessors of social capital, the sources of social capital, 

and the resources themselves. Possessors of social capital are those who are requesting help or 

support from the group members or the individuals that Coleman pointed out have good reputation 

within the group. The sources of social capital are those who provide help or support, and the 

resources are any labour-time activity provided to the possessors of social capital. This distinction aids 

understanding of the hierarchy developed within the group, and the difference between social capital 

and its effects. 

The distinction between sources, resources and possessors of social capital is not only important to 

provide clarity to social capital theory but also because it shows that within a group, community or 

family network there are members with different abilities to use their potential social capital (Kao 

2004). Gaggio (2004:513) also emphasised the point that different individuals have “unequal access 

to value-producing networks” hence “the production and use of social capital cannot be divorced from 

processes of accumulation of other forms of capital”.  



 

32 
 

In the following section, the other forms of capital that can act in conjunction with social capital will 

be discussed as resources that are available for individuals within their networks. 

2.4  SOCIAL CAPITAL AS A RESOURCES THEORY 

Fulkerson and Thompson (2008:554) found that Bourdieu and Granovetter’s work on social capital 

and ties is “closely associated with the conflict and interactionist traditions”. Bourdieu’s take on the 

theory focuses more on the interactions between individuals; however, he adds a context for such 

interaction or a relative social location for the individuals through the joint action of cultural and 

economic capital with social capital.  

The resources approach focuses on the noneconomic social forces that influence individuals to act in 

a nonutilitarian way, yet these individuals’ actions bringing intangible rewards (Fulkerson and 

Thompson, 2008). This approach is associated with the work of Pierre Bourdieu (2002) and Mark 

Granovetter (1973). 

Nan Lin (2002) also identified that social capital had two perspectives, in which capital investments 

were accrued either by the individual or by the group. In the individual perspective, which is the focus 

of this section, the use of social capital allows individuals to access and use resources embedded in 

their social networks; however, this opportunity is mediated by other social forces in the form of 

capitals, and not by rational purpose. The focus then is first “how individuals invest in social relations 

and secondly how individuals capture the embedded resources in the relations to generate a return” 

(Lin 2002:21).  

This section describes Pierre Bourdieu’s perspective on social capital and demonstrates the 

characteristics and requirements for individuals’ investments and how they can capture the resources 

available in their networks. It will then explain, through Granovetter’s work, the types of ties that 

provide a structure for social exchanges to happen. 

2.4.1 Pierre Bourdieu 

Bourdieu’s version of social capital preceded Coleman’s and Putnam’s work. When Bourdieu 

developed the concept he was not only thinking about the formation of social capital, the membership 

or the exchanges within the individual’s network, but also that social capital was a non-economic 

reproduction and “legitimation strategy” through which social reproduction happened (Bourdieu 

2002:26). Hence, the effects of social capital were supported by the structure of an individual’s 

relationships and not to the whole society. From a Bourdieusian perspective, social capital is a 

mechanism of social reproduction that happens within a limited sphere of society. Since social 

reproduction is tied to a particular sphere of society, when migration happens social reproduction is 
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disrupted not only in the place of origin but also in the place of destination. I will discuss this further 

at the end of the section. 

2.4.1.1 Time-effort, ties, and debts 

Bourdieu states that social capital can provide access to resources available within the network. As a 

condition to access the resources available in the network, social exchanges should happen between 

individuals who have a minimum level of objective homogeneity between them. This means that social 

capital cannot be mobilised between actors that possess a great differential of accumulated capital. 

Nor can it act instantaneously, unless the structure of relationships has been established and 

maintained for a long time (Bourdieu 2002:24–26).  

Hence, in this version of social capital there are limitations to the vertical operation of social capital 

between social classes and institutions. This is in opposition to what Szreter and Woolcock (2004) 

proposed with linking social capital. However, it is possible to establish vertical ties – as Ryan (2008) 

argued – between individuals with a significative differential of power, because ties connecting people 

are different from social capital itself. Putnam categorised social capital based on the type of tie used 

to mobilize it – either bridging or bonding – but this organization creates confusion between two 

different phenomena, mixing the types of ties or structures with the capital that they are mobilizing.  

Social capital requires time to be produced, specifically labour-time, and cannot act instantaneously. 

Since ties with individuals change over time, together with the availability of resources within the 

network, it is better to separate both phenomena to understand more clearly the social exchange 

process. In addition to this, the strength of the ties and the duration of the relationship between the 

possessor of capital and the sources of the resources, will affect the ability of individuals to mobilize 

their social capital within the network. The latter will be discussed in Granovetter’s section. 

Social capital exchanges can take the form of material or symbolic exchanges and become a sign of 

recognition among the group members, reaffirming the limits of the group and its membership 

(Bourdieu 2002). This investment creates an expectation of reciprocity from the individual who has 

invested in the other and reaffirms the ties among the actors once the debt has been repaid and 

gratitude has been created. Coleman’s process of closure (1988) is similar, but instead of being defined 

by social exchanges it is defined by the group norms.  

Finally, in every social exchange there is a risk of loss or non-recognition of the debts produced for 

previous exchanges which can have a negative effect on the members participating in the exchange, 

and in the network if it is not able to enforce the payment of the debts. Social exchanges, in contrast 

with pure economic exchanges, are ambiguous; therefore, there is a chance misrecognition of the 
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type of debt created by the social exchange. Misrecognition of debts created by a social exchange 

could affect the network and individual intention to keep answering the requests within it. 

2.4.1.2 Not social capital alone 

For Bourdieu, social capital cannot be understood in isolation from economic and cultural capital. 

These three forms of capital create the conditions to determine whether there is some level of 

homogeneity among individuals for the social exchanges to happen. In Bourdieu’s (2002:15) 

definition, capital is “accumulated labour in its materialized form or its ‘incorporated,’ embodied 

form”. When this definition is applied to the economic term it means wealth and, for Bourdieu, is the 

main method of social reproduction and preservation. However economic capital is tied to cultural 

and social capital and operates together with them.  

Cultural capital on the other hand, exists in three forms (Bourdieu 2000): in the embodied state 

(behaviour, language skills, posture, personality, taste, among others); in the objectified state 

(possession of cultural objects); and in the institutionalized state (educational qualifications). However 

Bourdieu later called cultural capital informational capital (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992) opening its 

definition to any sort of knowledge. The conversion from economic capital to cultural capital is defined 

as the current price of the cultural object or qualification that has been acquired. However, the 

transformation from cultural to economic capital can fluctuate depending on the value provided by 

the market at that moment in time. The embodied state of cultural capital like personality traits, 

posture, language, and taste is acquired through a longer exposure to activities and is developed over 

time, which means that its acquisition is not instant, and its value is symbolic and productive only 

when that form of capital is appreciated. 

Bourdieu defined social capital as “the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked 

to possessions of a durable network of institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and 

recognition” (Bourdieu 2002:21). Together with the definition, Bourdieu provides a frame to 

understand the production and reproduction of social capital.  To be social, social capital must be 

related to a network, therefore nobody can have social capital in isolation.  

People tend to be part of more than one group; they could be part of a family, a working network, a 

sports league, a neighbourhood association, a school group, a parents’ association and so on. 

Therefore, individuals’ accumulation, production and reproduction of social capital can happen within 

different networks and at different levels. Nevertheless, the social capital accumulated within one 

group cannot be directly exchanged to another group.  

The idea of social capital as a feature of larger communities and territorial units coming from Putnam’s 
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version of social capital is different to Bourdieu’s proposition. Bourdieu’s social capital is associated 

with the membership in a group, and the ability to mobilize it is directly connected to the relevance 

the member has to the group in which the capital is invested, not to a larger community or territorial 

unit.  

Since groups or networks tend to be bound to a particular geographical area, when group members 

move to a different area or the geographical place drastically changes, the retention of social capital 

can be damaged (Jacobs 1992). Putnam (1995:75) used the analogy that “frequent re-potting of plants 

tends to disrupt root systems; and it takes time for an uprooted individual to put down new roots”. 

While is true that mobility can disrupt the roots an individual has and the community to which this 

person belonged to (Bourdieu and Wacquant 2000), Ryan et al. (2008:675) acknowledges it is “the 

dynamism of networks that is particularly relevant to the study of migrants’ social ties”. 

2.4.1.3 Capital conversions 

Bourdieu thought that capital exchanges, as accumulated labour, were oriented to the maximization 

of profit. However other exchanges were not economic and therefore disinterested in profit making. 

Bourdieu called these non-economic exchanges cultural capital and social capital and proposed that 

social capital could be converted into the other two types of capital, economic and cultural.  

Converting social capital into any of the other two capital forms can help individuals to create value 

from their networks. Due to the inter-exchangeability of these capitals, the accumulation of one could 

help to acquire another. Such convertibility could, for example, help a newcomer without abundant 

economic capital to use accumulated cultural capital to access the labour market and convert the 

cultural into economic capital.  

The convertibility of the three forms of capital answers the question about the origin of the resources 

available within a network. Elements like economic, social and cultural capital could also explain the 

difference in outcome between individuals that are exposed to the same communities (Loury 1976), 

since every person within a network could have a different relationship with its members and a 

different composition of capitals accumulated. Furthermore, these capitals could help to understand 

how a social exchange will be productive for a Spanish migrant arriving in Bristol. 

With the ideas of social capital linked to possession of a durable network of relationships that may or 

may not be institutionalised to some degree, Bourdieu solves Putnam’s social capital problem of being 

too broad in society by limiting the function of social capital to the structure of individuals’ 

relationships, which is the individual’s network.  

In order for social exchanges to produce social capital there must be a minimal objective homogeneity 
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(Bourdieu 2000) among the actors participating in the exchange.  This homogeneity should come from 

occupying a similar relative social location but, as the members of the network decide who belongs, 

the reasons for forming a network could be diverse. Networks could be based on shared 

characteristics including similar experiences, being a migrant, being from the same country or region, 

having suffered similar barriers or difficulties, having similar ages, being a parent or having similar 

cultural capital characteristics, or having accumulated similar amounts of economic capital expressed 

through material living conditions. Ryan et al. (2008) suggested that the networks available for 

newcomers could be different to the type of networks they would establish once they have been 

familiarized with the place of arrival, meaning that the networks established by migrants can evolve 

over time. Therefore, in a dynamic setting like this, the minimal objective homogeneity given by the 

social location among members of a network also varies. Similarities between members of a network 

will be discussed in the section on Granovetter. 

This thesis will use Bourdieu’s conceptualization and social capital framework to look at the creation 

and reproduction of social capital among Spanish nationals in Bristol, the way that they transform one 

form of capital into another, the conditions in which social exchanges happen, the source from which 

capital has come and the type of social outcomes produced by the mobilization of their capitals that 

contribute to their social integration.   

2.4.2 Mark Granovetter 

Granovetter’s research anticipated and prepared the way for the development of social capital theory. 

In the late 80s he reviewed Coleman’s influential social capital in the creation of human capital, but 

he never mentioned the concept in his weak ties theory. 

In Strength of weak ties, Granovetter explains the importance of such ties to enable access to 

information and opportunities outside of an individual’s network. The idea behind this is that people 

normally socialize in different groups to the people they are related to by weak ties, because people 

tend to have a more consistent and close connection with their strong ties, like friendships and family 

relationships (Ruef 2002). The information or resources available for the members within the strong 

ties group may be the same but could be different to the information or resources within a different 

social circle. Therefore, a weak tie between groups could help to connect such information and 

resources (Granovetter 1973). 

Granovetter’s work on weak ties has two pillars. The first is that the degree of overlap between two 

individuals' friendship networks varies directly with the strength of their tie to one another 

(Granovetter 1973), which means the closer individuals are to each other, the more likely their strong 

ties will be in contact with each other. In Birds of a feather McPherson et al. (2001:415) explain that 
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people “only have significant contact with others like themselves, and any quality tends to become 

localized in sociodemographic space”. This principle is called homophily and describes one of the 

features of embodied cultural capital, which is the sign of recognition.    

The second pillar of Granovetter’s work on weak ties is that they are bridges “through which ideas, 

influences, or information socially distant from the ego (respondent) may reach them” (Granovetter 

1973:1371). A bridge tie connects an ego or individual to another actor that is not in contact with any 

other member of the ego’s network, which means bridges are not strong ties. However, a strong tie 

can be a bridge if neither party has any other strong ties with the other person’s network, which is 

“unlikely in a social network of any size (though possible in a small group)” (Granovetter 1973:1364).  

If strong ties are unlikely to become bridges, they may not be channels for ideas, influences or 

information. Granovetter suggested that weak ties are not automatically bridges, however, all bridges 

are weak ties. 

Granovetter uses the strength of weak ties to describe why acquaintances rather than close friends 

provide information about job opportunities. For Borgatti and Lopez-Kidwell (2014) the strength of 

weak ties could be a theory of individual social capital, in which individuals with a higher number of 

weak ties could have better social outcomes as a by-product of their access to influence, information 

and opportunities.  

Lin (2002) proposed using social capital as a theory of individual resource rather than a theory of 

collective goods, which is compatible with the idea of social capital presented by Bourdieu and the 

role of weak ties proposed by Granovetter (Fulkerson and Thompson 2008). Bourdieu’s social capital, 

which always operates together with cultural and economic forms of capital, focuses on resources, 

group membership, and networks while Granovetter focuses on the resources that travel through an 

individual’s ties.  

Both theories will inform this research to comprehend how the composition of social connections, 

made up of dyadic ties and networks, can explain the mobilization of an individual’s accumulated 

capital through them to produce certain social outcomes. It will look particularly at the first ties 

migrants develop at the place of arrival and how these evolve over time. 

2.5  THE PROBLEMS WITH SOCIAL CAPITAL 

Social capital as a theory has received a lot of attention, particularly after Putnam’s Bowling Alone 

(2000) gained public attention beyond academia and became a best seller. Putnam’s work turned out 

to be the main reference for social capital, and many fields outside of sociology and political science 
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started to pay attention to it. Together with the attention came the criticism. In this section the most 

relevant criticisms of social capital for this research will be presented. 

2.5.1 The ambiguity of the concept 

Portes (1998) and Durlauf (1999) highlighted that the concept of social capital is problematic since 

there are many definitions, and with each new meaning the concept gains new attributes. Fine 

(2002:796) described social capital as definitionally elusive, as every new implementation of the term 

keeps adding analytical units (e.g., horizontal, vertical, bonding, bridging linking, social values, 

networks, associations).  Adler and Kwon (2002) listed 23 definitions of the concept divided  by the 

three types of connection individuals have: a) relationship between individuals, b) the structure of 

relations within network, and c) a mixture between both  types of connections. Nearly 20 years later, 

the diversity of definitions is still problematic.  

Claridge (2020) found 112 definitions of social capital from 24 authors in 100 peer-reviewed journal 

articles.  Putnam’s definition was the most cited, with 29 mentions, even after Portes and Vickstrom 

(2011)’s work questioning Putnam’s use of the dataset that allowed him to certify the benefits of civic 

social capital. Bourdieu’s definition was just behind Putnam’s with 17 mentions, but his version of 

social capital focuses on individuals’ social reproduction through capital conversion rather than its 

effect on societal outcomes. 

Portes also noticed that the concept’s ambiguity comes from the lack of separation of the 

characteristics of social capital from its effects. This criticism points mainly to James Coleman’s work 

but also reaches Robert Putnam’s version of the concept in which he associated social capital mainly 

with positive societal outcomes rather than negative ones (Putnam 2000). Moreover, Portes observed 

that Putnam’s social capital becomes tautology every time there is a positive outcome and that the 

concept’s explanation capacity ends up in logical circularity: 

 “Why are some cities better governed and richer than others? Because they are 

‘blessed’ with substantial stocks of social capital. Why does democracy work in 

Western European countries, but not in East European countries? Because the first 

possess the requisite ‘stocks,’ while the second have not acquired them.” (Portes 

2000:4) 

Portes (1998:19) points out that social capital as a measure of assets of communities and nations 

rather than individuals “is at the same time a cause and an effect”. Therefore, there is a live problem 

in finding a functional definition for social capital for two reasons; the mainstream definition does not 

separate out its characteristics and its effects, but also because there is still a growing body of work 
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using the same concept in name but ascribing different meanings to it (Haynes 2009). This situation 

makes it difficult to navigate social capital literature but also to agree on whether the alleged effects 

of social capital are products of the dyadic ties and networks developed by individuals or by other 

social phenomena. 

2.5.2 Social capital is not a real capital 

The concept of social capital has been criticised by economists for not being a capital. Ben Fine 

(2008:464) explains that for Marxist political economy the concept of capital is already social with 

“definite relations, structures, forms, processes and laws of development of its own as well as with 

profound implications for corresponding impact upon the cultural, symbolic and social (as non-

economic)”. Arrow (2000) goes further and explains the term capital implies three aspects: extension 

in time; deliberate sacrifice in the present for future benefit; and alienability. Arrow thinks that for 

social capital, the characteristic of extension in time may apply by building a tie based on trust or 

reputation, but the deliberate sacrifice in the present for future benefit from Arrow’s perspective is 

the one that fails to be applicable to social capital. Clearly, Arrow is looking at Putnam’s concept of 

capital, particularly his influence on international development studies.  

However, in Bourdieu’s version of the concept it can be said that the effort in time and resources 

invested by an individual can generate gratitude that could be exchanged back when needed. From 

this perspective Bourdieu’s version could satisfy the first two aspects of capital raised by Arrow. 

However, the third aspect remains an issue since the social capital accumulated by an individual 

cannot be alienated; it can be penalized by a group and disappear but not taken away. In addition to 

this, the traditional concept of capital is not just wealth per se, it also has social effects on individuals 

and their environments. This criticism applies to the three main authors described in the sections 

above (Coleman, Putnam, and Bourdieu) that have put the ‘social’ in a concept that already is social. 

Claridge (2018) adds that as well as the dissimilarities between social capital and the Marxist definition 

of it, there is another contradiction which is that social capital can have ‘positive and negative 

consequences’ making  the concept of social capital inconsistent with the term capital. 

2.5.3 Where is the “social” in social capital? 

The social aspect of the concept has been criticized again by scholars from the field of economics. Fine 

claims that the “social” attached to capital is there to mark a difference from the economic form of 

capital, but this distinction should not be needed since capital is social in its economic form (Fine 2002). 

Worried about the colonization of social science by economics, Fine and Green (2000) point to the 

reductionism of the concept that can be seen when it intends to provide social context to relationships 

(Haynes 2009). Fine, Green and Haynes’ concern is with the consistency and simplification of the term, 



 

40 
 

particularly how social capital has been used for international development at the World Bank.  

One example of this is how the simplification of the social can lead to ineffective outcomes. Mosse 

(2006) researched the collective action of an Indian town who had common property irrigation tanks 

that were part of community-based natural resource management programs. From the normative 

social capital perspective, effective collective action can be associated with the existence of 

organizations enforcing rules or providing assurances. However, Mosse found that the common funds 

were used to support the social hierarchy of castes by spending them for religious purposes instead 

of supporting the associations. Mosse found the opposite result in the towns where the caste system 

was weaker, where the funds facilitated effective collective action. Mosse’s research shows the social 

aspect has more elements to consider than solely a hierarchy or organization that can enforce the 

rules.  

Engbers, Thompson, and Slaper (2017) point to the problems of measuring social capital through 

proxies, because proxies are correlational. Using proxies to measure social capital could end up in 

“simplification, reduction, and assumption that distorts the essence of social capital” (Markowska-

Przybyla 2012:97). One of the examples provided by Engbers, Thompson, and Slaper (2017) is the use 

of indicators like ‘crime rate’ as a proxy of trust to measure social capital reducing the ‘social’ aspect 

of it to the characteristics of the indicators and reducing its explanatory power (Mayer 2003). However, 

Engbers, Thompson, and Slaper (2017) acknowledge that there are other indicators more appropriate 

and widely accepted to measure the social of social capital like the size or nature of a person’s network.  

2.5.4 There is no theory of social capital 

After all the criticism the concept of social capital has received it is fair to question whether there is a 

theory or not. Woolcock (1998) realized early on that social capital research was becoming as broad 

and diverse as the variety of meanings given to the concept; it was starting to colonize sociology, 

political sciences, health, development and economic studies. Social capital was becoming a promising 

new term trying to explain a very broad series of social phenomena. The concept was used by rational 

choice, normative and networks theorists, each giving a different meaning to the concept. “If social 

capital can be pre-rational, rational or even non-rational, what is it not?” (Woolcock 1998:156). 

Ben Fine, who has been very critical of the normative approach to social capital and to some extent 

to the resources perspective too, looked at the increasing popularity of it and asked himself whether 

the concept was immune to any form of criticism (Fine 2002). At the same time Adler and Kwon 

(2002:34) could not find “anything resembling rigorous theory or metatheory that could integrate the 

strengths of the existing, competing theories and transcend their respective limitations”. On the other 

hand, Borgatti (2003:993) noticed that the social support literature and social resource theory had 



 

41 
 

strong similarities to social capital theories which were mainly “a powerful renaming and collecting 

together” exercise of other theories. 

Paul Haynes (2009) looked mainly at eight key problems normative social capital has and, echoing 

Adler and Kwon’s work, insisted that there is not a consolidated concept of social capital, nor a unifying 

theory. The concept is still popular and expanding while its definitions and measurements are unclear 

(Guillen, Coromina, and Saris 2011), and with considerable contradictions and methodological blind 

spots “that decrease the use-value of the concept” (Ramos-Pinto 2012:58). 

Fulkerson and Thompson (2008:538) believe that the debates above are needed to scrutinize the 

concept but also because social capital is “still in transition to paradigm status”. Finding the divergent 

interpretations and tracing the story of social capital as an idea provides context to the different 

interpretation and allows researchers to understand why there are so many contradictions in it. 

Perhaps the appeal of social capital rests in its ability to integrate ideas from different social science 

traditions.  

2.6  SOCIAL INTEGRATION  

This section discusses the meaning of integration, the evolution of the concept and some of the 

criticism the concept and the policy outcomes guided by it has received. The first part of the section 

gives details of the assimilation process and some of its variants to provide context to the integration 

discussion. The section concludes by establishing a connection between social connection in the form 

of dyadic ties and networks and integration. 

2.6.1 Assimilation 

One of the oldest terms to describe the social process by which migrants become part of a society is 

assimilation. Assimilation is mainly cultural, and it is the process by which a migrant slowly loses the 

cultural characteristics from their place of origin and acquires the customs and cultural characteristics 

of the place of arrival. Joppke & Morawska (2002:5) describe this process as a “sort of alchemy through 

which an immigrant is transformed into a standardized unit of the state-bearing nation”. For Castles 

et al. (2001), the newcomers are supposed to give up their distinctive linguistic, cultural or social 

characteristics in order to adopt common practices and values within the host country.  

In the assimilation process, the newcomer needs to detach from their own identity to become part of 

society, however the members of the host society do not need to make any changes to their customs 

or values, nor to adapt to the newcomer. This makes assimilation as a policy aspiration a troublesome 

objective because it denies the value of the identities and culture of the newcomer. 
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Assimilation as an outcome can also be the result of a strategy to become part of the place of arrival 

and it varies depending on the background of the individual. Portes and Zhou (1993) explained that 

the outcome of the assimilation process for second generation descendants of Mexican, Punjabi Sikh, 

Caribbean and other migrants was not completely uniform. The outcomes depended on the history of 

each group and its specific profile of vulnerabilities and resources. Portes and Zhou suggested the 

term segmented assimilation to describe the process by which the second generation were 

stigmatised or privileged based on the segment of society in which they assimilated. Segmented 

assimilation allowed newcomers to keep part of their identity in the new society.  

Assimilation is frequently assumed to be a “one-sided” concept, based on the principle that only 

newcomers change with time, independent of the paths they take (Asselin et al. 2006:137). The term, 

and the process of assimilation resulting from public policy, has been criticized because of its 

normative bias and replaced by the concept of integration. 

2.6.2 Integration 

Integration is a very broad concept that can be associated to social integration, which is the “quantity 

and quality of social connections that people have with others” (Rubin, Watt & Ramelli, 2011: 498); 

economic integration, describing migrant’s access to the labour market (Frattini 2014); cultural 

integration, describing differences or similarities in behaviours between minorities and natives 

(Georgiadis and Manning 2012); and political integration of migrants who become trusting citizens in 

the political institutions, adhering to democratic values (freedom of speech or the distinction between 

government and church) and undertaking political participation (Tillie 2004).  

Integration as a concept has its own problems. Some of the uses it has received through policy 

aspirations, as well as their effects on the process of integration have been challenged (Spencer and 

Charsley 2016). Integration as a way to define what is acceptable from newcomers in society can 

exclude minorities (Schinkel 2011), or be used as a justification to promote cultural assimilation 

(Joppke 2017). De Haas and Fokkema (2011) criticise the fact that working definitions of integration 

tend to put their emphasis on newcomer’s adaptation to the receiving culture. Hence, policy 

aspirations on integration tend to have normative consequences (Spencer and Cooper 2006) leading 

to a one-way adaptation to the host society.  

Farrell (2000), analysing the effect of integration policies on the education of students with Special 

Education Needs, criticised the integration approach that focused on providing arrangements for the 

pupils while leaving the school system unchanged. Instead, he proposed an inclusive schooling 

experience that should encourage education institutions to review their teaching methods, structure, 

pupil grouping, and other practices with the aim of accommodating every student’s needs. The debate 
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within the field of education moved to migration studies in which Rudiger and Spencer (2003) 

proposed replacing the concept of integration with that of inclusion and participation as a way to 

overcome the one-way assimilation meaning that the integration concept had in practice. 

The idea of integrating newcomers can be troublesome if it is based on the premise that they will 

arrive to an already integrated society, which could be unbonded due to immigration (Joppke and 

Morawska 2002). The United Kingdom is not a homogeneous society; each region has its differences. 

Even within the same city different and contrasting demographical characteristics can be found 

(Sturgis et al. 2014). Similarly, newcomers have different ethnic, economic, religious or cultural 

backgrounds because not all of them are from the same social space, even if they came from the same 

city or country. Thus, if arrival societies can be as diverse as the newcomers’, it seems that there is not 

just one adequate type of integration into a monolithic body. This is particularly true for Spanish 

migrants coming from different regions with long historical divisions that have accentuated since 

austerity policies were implemented in Spain (Miley 2017). 

On the other hand, Castles (2001:112–13) defined integration as the process by which newcomers 

“become part of society” or, as Penninx (2005:141) suggested, integration is “the process of becoming 

an accepted part of society”. Both definitions have the premise that integration is a two-way process 

“in which both insiders and outsiders take part”, although they take part playing different roles 

(Klarenbeek 2019:15). This two-way process of integration involves a change in values, norms and 

behaviours for both newcomers and members of the existing society. In this process it is expected 

that the host society actively accommodates newcomers by reducing the integration barriers. 

Policymakers have developed measures of integration that tend to include aspects of the 

phenomenon in relation to the communities in the place arrival, the development of language skill, 

and access to the job market, education, housing and health (Castles et al. 2001; Gilmartin and Migge 

2015; Spencer and Cooper 2006). Ager and Strang (2008) posed the question of “what constitutes a 

successful integration”, and in answering it they developed a framework which has “ten core domains 

of integration reflecting a normative understanding” of newcomers’ integration, and providing 

indicators to examine the integration outcomes (Ager and Strang 2008:167). The first group named 

‘markers and means’ includes employment, housing, education and health. The second group of core 

domains of integration is the social connection that includes bridges, bonds, and social links. The third 

group is the facilitators, which has two elements: first the language and cultural knowledge, and 

secondly safety and stability. The last domain group of integration is rights and citizenship, which are 

in the foundation core domain.  
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To answer the research question about social integration in Bristol, this thesis is going to focus on the 

social connections domain (Ager and Strang 2008; Gilmartin and Migge 2015), and how migrants 

develop dyadic ties and networks that enable them to achieve – or not – such integration.  

2.7  CAPITAL, NETWORKS AND MIGRATION 

Social capital has been strongly criticized for its ambiguity as a concept, for not having all the aspects 

associated to capital (Arrow 2000), for dismissing the social aspect of capital in its traditional sense 

(Fine 2008), for simplifying or reducing the social in social capital (Mosse 2006), for its dark side (Portes 

2014; Schulman and Anderson 1999), and for the alleged effects that may be caused by other factors 

(Portes and Vickstrom 2011). Taking account of all the problems associated with social capital it seems 

that the concept needs to be reformed. However, there is not just one version of social capital and 

the criticism above is based on the perspective that social capital is a positive force for communities, 

cities, and nations. Acknowledging the criticism can help to implement a workable version of the 

concept, particularly if it can be reduced to the individual level, and the moral claims of its alleged 

effects removed. 

Most of the criticism of social capital described in the section above has been directed at the 

normative theories, the combination of incompatible social capital perspectives and the mixing of its 

possession with its effects. Bourdieu’s social capital theory seems to provide a better understanding 

of stratification and the relative social location of an individual than the ones proposed by Coleman 

and Putnam, as it recognises the interrelatedness of economic, cultural, and social capital. However, 

Bourdieu’s version of the theory was developed based on how social reproduction worked in France 

in the 1970s, and elements like gender, migration, ethnicity, and mobility were not integrated into the 

theory. Nevertheless, social capital literature, as Claridge (2020) found, is still growing and being 

applied in new ways to research social phenomena. This implies that social capital still has an appeal 

with a “wide range of questions or approaches” (Haynes 2009:7).  

Many of the questions addressed by social capital theory, and approaches taken to use the theory in 

understanding social phenomena, have been related to networks and resources. Fulkerson and 

Thompson developed a list of the social capital approaches used in research from 1988 to 2006, by 

examining journal publications. They found out that the majority of social capital mentions were 

related to networks, resources and leaned “toward the individual level” (Fulkerson and Thompson 

2008:548). Therefore, this research is going to follow this trend by using the separate network and 

resources approach when studying capitals, networks, and the migration context. 
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2.7.1 Migrant capital (capital, networks, and migration) 

Saksela-Bergholm, Toivanen, and Wahlbeck (2019:164) defined migrant capital as the resources that 

are mobilizable, via dyadic ties and networks, which may be convertible to other forms of capital by 

migrants and their family members. Ryan et al. (2015a) established this long overdue relationship 

between social capital and networks by adopting a resource perspective in migration studies.  

Erel (2015), used a resource approach to look at the way in which migrant women mobilize their 

capitals and focused on gender, ethnicity, and class to explore individual stories of access and creation 

of social and cultural capital. Furthermore, Erel added the analytical layers of gender, mobility, 

ethnicity, and migration that were not available in Bourdieu’s version of social capital. Additionally, 

Erel (2007) established a relationship between women’s unpaid labour and the development of 

migrant networks, approaching the study of migration, networks and capital from a resource and 

individual level perspective.  

Other works with the migrant capital perspective have explored the restrictions in the mobilization of 

capitals (Paul 2013), the role of strong and weak ties in migration (Massey and Aysa-Lastra 2011), 

divergent outcomes post migration (Garip 2008) and the effect of time and space in the accumulation 

of capitals by migrants (Erel and Ryan 2018). Some of the most recent work in social capital, networks, 

and migration (migrant capital) has stopped using concepts that combine the structure by which 

capitals are mobilised, with its effects, like the meaning embedded in the concept of bridging civic 

social capital.  

Ryan (2011) not only differentiates between social capital and network structures, but also highlights 

the importance of social location or social rank. Together with migrant capitals, social location or social 

rank can help to explain an individual’s social outcomes, as not all migrants arrive with the same set 

of capitals or occupy the same social location on arrival. Looking at the structure of networks, Ryan 

draws from Granovetter and Bourdieu by breaking with the imprecise concepts of bridging and 

bonding social capital and separating the structure of networks from the capitals. Moreover, Ryan 

explains the importance of differentiating between horizontal and vertical weak ties; “drawing on 

Granovetter’s and Bourdieu’s concepts of social location/social distance, networks can be 

conceptualised in terms of the value of resources travelling across horizontal and vertical bridges” 

(Ryan 2011:708). 

Studying migration from a social capital perspective also requires some of the premises of social 

capital theories to be dropped; including premises from Putnam and Coleman, which tend to focus on 

stable social relationships (family, school, neighbour, community), and Bourdieu’s theory based on 

social reproduction which also is bounded by a particular field. Instead, Ryan et al. (2008:675) points 
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to the importance of the dynamism of networks to the study of migrants’ social ties, “because migrant 

networks are not static and they change as needs and circumstances alter over time and over the life 

course” (Ryan et al. 2015a:4). 

This research draws on Ryan (2011)’s work in which the study of social capital and migrant networks 

resides in the relationships between actors and the relative social location or social rank they have 

(Bourdieu 2000), as well as the resources available and realisable within a particular network formed 

by different types of ties (strong, weak) which provide access to varied types of opportunities in 

different social locations (horizontal, vertical). 

For Saksela-Bergholm, Toivanen, and Wahlbeck (2019) migrant capital is the resources that are 

available to members of migrant communities. In this research, following Portes’ (Portes 1998) advice 

of separating capitals from the resources that can be access by the possession of such ‘currency’, 

migrant capital will be different from the resources. Instead, migrant capital will be understood as the 

capitals mobilized by migrants through the networks developed in the place of arrival, independent 

of whether these networks are formed with locals or co-nationals. Therefore, the concept of migrant 

capital will refer to the study of migration from the capitals and network perspective. The study of 

migrant capital then will carry three elements: the capitals as a currency to be exchanged, the 

networks (tie strength) developed in relation to the place of arrival, and the migration context.  

Since this research will focus on individual stories (case studies), Pierre Bourdieu’s social capital theory 

(2002), which is a resources theory, will be used instead of the normative, collective base theories of 

social capital, such as the ones proposed by James Coleman (1988) and Robert Putnam (2000). 

Bourdieu’s perspective is used to understand the conversions of capitals into other forms of capital 

and to assess the relevance/value of these conversions to comprehend the differences and similarities 

in the social locations of the actors participating in the exchange. 

To look at the social connections this research draws on Mark Granovetter’s (1973, 1983) and Louise 

Ryan’s (2011, 2016) work on dyadic ties and networks. This perspective will complement Bourdieu’s 

form of capitals theory with the purpose of explaining the type of structures by which migrants are 

developing social connections, and how the development of certain ties can enhance or hinder 

integration.   

2.7.1.1 Social capital and conversions 

Social capital is used to explain access to opportunities, information or resources by the sole condition 

of being a formal or informal member of the network, or by mutual acquaintance between ties. Social 

capital could be accumulated by exchanging favours, providing or receiving information, support or 
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opportunities that create a connection, gratitude or obligations (e.g., being informed about a job 

opportunity, providing emotional support, physical resources like accommodation, and any other acts 

that show reciprocity and recognition). 

Social capital does not act alone, and it can be converted into other forms of capital like cultural and 

economic capital. Cultural capital presents itself in three forms; the institutionalized, objectified and 

embodied states. The institutionalized state encompasses formal education, with credentials taking 

the form of diplomas, degree certificates or any institutionalized and sanctioned knowledge. 

Institutionalized cultural capital comes also in the form of certified skills that could help an individual 

to access a job or be recognized as an equal by other individuals with similar qualifications, like 

professional networks.  

Cultural capital can also take the objectified state which means the possession and accumulation of 

cultural objects. This includes the collection of certain types of music, art, sculptures, but also the 

involvement or enjoyment of cultural events that do not leave an object other than a ticket to 

demonstrate their acquisition. 

The most important state cultural capital takes is the embodiment of it. The embodiment of cultural 

capital shows how past experiences have shaped individuals in their postures, language, accent, 

mannerisms, tastes and dispositions. The importance of the embodied aspect, and of cultural capital 

itself, is that in addition to its benefits per se (education, possessions, and behaviours), it becomes a 

sign of belonging to something, to a particular identity that, when shared by others, can become a 

sign of recognition. 

Economic capital on the other hand can be reduced to the possession of material wealth and is the 

form of capital that can be converted into other capitals more easily. Economic capital, together with 

networks, is relevant for arriving to a place and settling in, as both can help support the newcomer 

during the settling in period. 

Migrants travel with all of these capitals from their place of origin to the place of arrival, and the way 

in which the interplay of these “treasures” (Erel 2010:649) happens, could help them to develop social 

connections in the host country. 

2.7.1.2 Social connections (dyadic ties and networks) 

Granovetter’s idea of ties has been discussed in detail in the subsection 2.4.2. In his work on ties, he 

describes how different individuals can access different resources based on the type of ties they have 

built.  
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Strong ties tend to be based on close connections with family and friends and are useful to provide 

support to the possessor of the ties. Weak ties allow individuals from different groups or networks to 

access information and opportunities outside of their network. Both types of ties occur in different 

settings and groups and the information or resources available in one group tends to be different to 

that available in another social circle. The importance of weak ties is that they can connect these two 

different groups and allow information to move from one group to another.  

The closer individuals are to each other the more likely their strong ties will be in contact with each 

other. This principle is called homophily, and explains why “people like us” tend to establish ties 

(McPherson et al. 2001:416).     

Granovetter (1973:1371) explained that weak ties act like bridges “through which ideas, influences, 

or information socially distant from the ego may reach them”. Therefore, it is unlikely that strong ties 

can act as bridges. Granovetter suggest that weak ties are not automatically bridges, however, all 

bridges are weak ties. If all weak ties are not bridges, could they be something else? 

Granovetter (1983:208) realized that in lower socioeconomic groups, weak ties do not behave like 

bridges; instead they represent  “friends' or relatives' acquaintances”. This means that such ties will 

not always provide access to useful information and opportunities. However, in higher socioeconomic 

groups weak ties do behave like bridges providing access to useful information and opportunities.  

For Ryan (2011) Granovetter’s finding means that the importance of weak ties rests on whether they 

bridge between different social locations or social ranks, and for that reason calls to make a distinction 

between horizontal and vertical weak ties. Horizontal weak ties connect people of a similar social rank 

and vertical weak ties connect people in a dissimilar social rank.  

Talking about ‘vertical’ bridges does not make sense semantically, therefore Ryan (2016:954) 

suggested introducing “the notion of ladders, instead of bridges, to describe vertical ties”. Therefore, 

the strength of weak ties is in the vertical ties, not in the horizontal ones. The following table illustrates 

my understanding of tie theory from a network perspective. 

Tie /Social location Strong Weak 

Horizontal Bonds Bridges 

Vertical X Ladders 

Table 4: Tie strength vs social location. 
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The conceptual separation of the forms of capital from the ties, which act as roads for capital 

mobilization, aids understanding of the different effects that capital and ties have on individuals. 

Furthermore, the idea of different social location between actors within a network encompasses the 

structure perspective from the tie theory and the social explanation from the capital perspective. 

However, ties are not static, and neither are the resources flowing through them, and this applies to 

migrants that just have arrived in Bristol. To study how the mobilisation of capitals and development 

of ties helps migrants to socially integrate in Bristol, this research will need to draw from the network 

paradigm. 

2.8  CONCLUSION  

Lin (2002:26) criticised the normative use of social capital when it takes the form of “trust, norms, and 

collective or public goods”. Instead, Lin proposes that social capital should be used as an individual 

resource. The social capital concept that better tolerates this criticism and that could be used as an 

individual resource is Bourdieu’s (2002:21), which he defined “as the aggregate of the actual or 

potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of institutionalized 

relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition”. However, this concept was developed to 

explain social reproduction and the lack of mobility between one social location to another.  

Migration studies were not part of what Bourdieu had in mind when he developed the concept. For 

such reason, some clarification needs to be made before applying the concept to study Spanish 

migration and social integration in Bristol. One of the clarifications is that networks will be better 

understood as a composition of strong/weak ties (Granovetter 1973) that connect or give access to 

horizontal/vertical opportunities/resources (Ryan 2011). Such networks should be understood as 

dynamic (Ryan and Mulholland 2015), since they change during the life course, because social location 

as well as the process of integration varies over time. The concept of “mutual acquaintance and 

recognition” (Bourdieu 2002:21) within the definition implies mutual implicit or explicit agreement 

about the shared social location/ rank at a given time. 

In terms of the types of capitals that are mobilized and converted, this research uses Bourdieu’s (2002) 

version of social capital in which social capital always travels with its economic and cultural form. This 

will allow understanding of the social location of the possessor of such capitals. Social capital 

convertibility in any of the other two capital forms will inform this research on how capitals are used 

or converted to provide value to the possessor of it from its social connections. Social capital is “made 

up of social obligations” (Bourdieu 2002:16) or connections that are produced every time a social 

exchange occurs with a dyadic tie or within an individual’s network. 
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Using social capital and networks approach, this research will look at social integration as a two-way 

process (Castles et al. 2001; Klarenbeek 2019; Penninx 2005) that happens through the development 

of social connections in the place of arrival. Social connections will be understood as the dyadic ties 

and networks developed or accessed by Spanish migrants arriving in Bristol. These social connections 

could be friendships, ties developed in the workplace, family members, or acquaintances from co-

national and non-co-national backgrounds located mainly in Bristol or with a connection to the city.  

Social connections (dyadic ties and networks) could provide the necessary resources to facilitate the 

integration process through access to emotional support, camaraderie, information, opportunities, 

goods, cultural knowledge and other kind of capitals. 

Looking at the reciprocity of the two-way process, the experience of Spanish migrants’ interactions 

with individuals, their networks, groups, institutions and the changes in their life courses together 

with their own thoughts about their feelings of belonging will inform this research to understand how 

the mobilization of their capitals has helped them to socially integrate. 

In summary, this research will discover the ways Spanish migrants who arrived in Bristol after 2008 

have used their migrant capitals, which is capitals and dyadic ties, in the city to integrate into social 

networks.  
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3 RESEARCH DESIGN AND FIELDWORK 

3.1  INTRODUCTION 

This research project was initially going to focus on the social exchanges happening through online 

Social Network Sites (SNS) that helped to mobilise social capital among the Spanish community in 

Bristol. This focus was influenced by a large and active online community on Facebook called Españoles 

en Bristol5 and by the prominent online positioning of the Bristolenos.com portal, along with the 

literature on Social Network Sites and Social Capital (Cho 2015; Ellison et al. 2014; Steinfield et al. 

2009).  To follow such a perspective, this investigation adopted an iterative research design (Mills, 

Durepos, and Wiebe 2010) to find the most relevant themes and methodological approaches.  

The pilot interviews revealed that the importance of SNS on the development of social capital was 

overestimated. This revelation influenced a change in the interview structure and reoriented the 

inquiries, relegating the influence of the SNS and moving the focus to the ties developed by the 

Spaniards in Bristol and the resources flowing along them during interviewees’ arrival, settling and 

post-settling in Bristol. This perspective was informed by past and recent work on dyadic ties and 

networks (D’Angelo and Ryan 2011; Erel 2010; Granovetter 1973; Ryan 2018; Ryan and Mulholland 

2014a) and social capital theory (Bourdieu 1986; Coleman 1988; Erel 2010; Portes 1998; Putnam 2000; 

Ryan, Erel, and D’Angelo 2015c). 

The figures in the 2011 UK Census showed that Bristol’s population has been changing rapidly because 

of migration, and that Polish and Somali-born residents were the two largest groups of migrants living 

in the city. However, after the effects of the subprime international financial crisis between 2007 and 

2009 reached the southern EU countries, an influx of highly qualified migrants (Jendrissek 2016) 

moved to the United Kingdom. Following this phase of migration, Spanish migrants have been 

noticeable in Bristol.  

Hearing people speaking Spanish in the city centre of Bristol, pubs and public spaces has become 

common, but in the hospitality industry English spoken with Spanish accent can also be heard. 

Spaniards show an active online presence in the Españoles en Bristol Facebook page – which has over 

 
5 Españoles en Bristol is a Facebook group with more than 24,000 members as of December 2019. The group page address 
is https://www.facebook.com/groups/4224085277/. 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/4224085277/
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20,000 active members 6  – the regional pages (Catalonians, Andalusians), professional networks 

(Engineers) and the parent-children oriented activities organised by La Casita7.  

The anecdotal evidence above was confirmed by “The Population of Bristol” report released by Bristol 

City Council (2016) which showed an increase of National Insurance Number (NINo) registrations for 

non-UK nationals living in the Bristol. The report demonstrated that the Spanish community has 

become the fastest growing group in Bristol since 2011/2012 in terms of NINo registrations. However, 

the real number of Spanish citizens in Bristol’s population will be unknown until the next census in 

2021.  

Therefore, choosing Spanish migrants as an object of investigation generates knowledge about a 

segment of Bristol’s population that has started to settle in the city, that has not been researched and  

from which there is little information apart from the number of National Insurance Numbers 

requested, their demographic characteristics and their migration numbers (Domínguez-Mujica, Díaz-

Hernández, and Parreño-Castellano 2016; Jendrissek 2016). 

As Bourdieu and Wacquant (2000) suggested, paraphrasing Abdelmalek Sayad’s work, there are three 

lies about migration of which two are still very present. One is that migration is a provisional and 

transitory phenomenon, and the second is that migration is only determined by the quest for labour8. 

While is true that some Spaniards stay in Bristol for a short period of time there are others that decide 

to stay for longer or indefinite periods, developing deeper ties in the city and making permanent 

impacts on their social networks and in their families. Also, while the quest for labour has an important 

role in the recent Spanish migration, there are other elements that make them choose Bristol instead 

of other cities. 

In the following sections this thesis will explain the research design showing how the interaction 

between the forms of capitals (economic, cultural and social) and social connections (dyadic ties and 

networks) supported by the network paradigm provides the level of analysis required to answer the 

research question. Section 3.3 will describe the characteristics of the sample and the sampling routes 

taken by this research. Section 3.4 will outline the data collection tools and the way in which the data 

has been analysed. Section 3.5 will describe the criteria used to identify cases with distinctive stories. 

Section 3.6 will explain the characteristics of the place of study, its advantages and limitations to 

 
6 The number of members on the Facebook page will be bigger than the amount of Spanish people living in Bristol since 
some of their members might have left Bristol, but they are still members of the page. 
7 Spanish speaking community group for children. 
8 The third lie explained by Sayad is that migration is a neutral phenomenon without civic consequences in either the 
sending or receiving regions. 
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conduct fieldwork. Section 3.7 will discuss the positionality of the researcher. Section 3.8 will present 

the ethical considerations raised by the research and section 3.9 outlines a summary of the chapter.  

3.2  RESEARCH DESIGN 

The design of this research tries to overcome three challenges to study social integration through 

migrants’ capital mobilization.  

The first challenge is the difficulty of studying social integration within a limited time framework of a 

period of three months. Social integration is an ongoing process (Charsley et al. 2020) with different 

timing and stages for different individuals. To understand better the evolution of the process it would 

be better to follow the interviewees’ experiences through time. A longitudinal study of a cohort of 

Spanish migrants living in Bristol would allow better understanding  of “social change and causal 

influences over time” (Bryman 2012:63), however the time and resources needed for such design were 

out of reach for this research. 

Secondly, not all ties have the same relevance for the interviewees and their significance also could 

vary, because migrant networks are dynamic and change over time (Ryan and Mulholland 2015). 

Therefore, selecting the dyadic ties and networks that are important in explaining their social 

integration outcomes is another challenge for this research. 

The third difficulty is that of selecting the themes that arise during the fieldwork and choosing relevant 

ones that can provide evidence on how social connections happen, how networks are being used to 

mobilize social capital, with the aim of explaining different social integration outcomes. 

A methodological answer to the first two difficulties is the use of targeted sociograms, which are used 

in network analysis theories. Sociograms can help researchers to visualize the social networks in which 

the interviewees are embedded, record stories associated with these networks and revisit the arrival 

and settling process in Bristol through the map of ties. Furthermore sociograms can “offer rich data 

on network composition as well as on the meaning and dynamics of relationships” (Tubaro, Ryan, and 

D’angelo 2016:4–5). Moreover, while filling in the sociogram, the interviewee can explain the 

evolution of the ties in terms of closeness (strength) and their origin. 

To address the third difficulty, this research will use semi-structured qualitative interviews to guide 

the interviewee through the topics of planning the migration, arrival, settling in, ties developed and 

experiences of integration, because qualitative methods are best suited to explore people’s life 

histories or everyday behaviour (Silverman 2014). 

To answer the research question “In what ways have Spanish nationals who arrived in Bristol between  
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2008 and 2017 used their social capital to develop social connections, and how have the outcomes of 

those connections shaped their social integration?” this research uses qualitative research methods 

to explore the ways in which dyadic ties and networks are created or accessed, the circumstances that 

enable those connections, and how they describe their experiences and capitals’ mobilization to 

socially integrate in Bristol by mapping their social networks. 

The use of ego-networks in connection with a migrant capital approach (social capital, and migrant 

networks) will add a new perspective connecting social network analysis with social capital theories 

to look at the development of ties and access to opportunities and resources within the individual’s 

ego-network. Additionally, it will help to understand the role of different forms of capitals in the 

integration process of the Spanish national arriving in Bristol.  

3.2.1 The network paradigm 

Between 1988 and 2006 social capital research was linked to the term “network” in both mainstream 

and speciality journals more often than any other term (Fulkerson and Thompson 2008:548). This is a 

logical connection since social capital is by definition social, which implies the existence of ties among 

people. For Wasserman and Faust (1994) solely the presence of ties among a group of actors is enough 

to distinguish the existence of a network. For Marin and Wellman (2011b) a social network is a set of 

socially relevant actors connected by one or more relations and also a paradigm with its own rules and 

language. 

The network research paradigm in social sciences is based on a fundamental premise, which is social 

interaction and ties represent a major cause of behaviour (Perry, Pescosolido, and Borgatti 2018). That 

means the components of the networks (e.g., family members, friends, work colleagues or 

classmates), the exchanges between the members of a network, and the structural positions of various 

actors, matter (Perry et al. 2018). This is a shared perspective with social capital theory in which ties 

and the role within the network can grant access to opportunities, resources, information, and social 

support. 

Social network analysis has been used as a method and as a theory. As a method, network analysis 

provides the tools to analyse relational data (Perry et al. 2018) and as a theory it focuses on the idea 

that social interaction, rather than individual motivation, calculation, or beliefs, is the principal basis 

for behaviour (Borgatti and Halgin 2011). Scott and Carrington (2011:6) prefer to treat social network 

analysis as a paradigm since there is more than one theory and methodology associated with it, which 

also “share a common language and a body of empirical research”. 
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Social network research data is not that different from cross-sectional questionnaire research 

(Hanneman and Riddle 2003). However, the network perspective has a set of concepts or language 

(ego, alter, network structure, nodes, ties, neighbourhoods), principles and analytical tools that makes 

it distinctive from other paradigms. The distinctiveness of network research from other paradigms 

also lies in the interest in the relationship between actors, and in social sciences this interest is 

expressed through two research design perspectives: sociocentric and egocentric network analysis. 

3.2.1.1 The language of the paradigm 

The language of the network paradigm is very similar across sciences, allowing it to be understood 

from chemistry to sociology.  This section defines the concepts that will be used in this research to 

provide clarity to the reader who is not familiar with the study of networks. 

Hanneman and Riddle (2003) have described the basic language used in the network paradigm, and 

this section will draw on their work to explain the concepts of sociogram, node, ego, alter, ego 

network, and ties.  

A sociogram, network diagram, or graph is an image of the relationships among the members of a 

social network. Its visual representation helps the researcher to look at the structure or shape of the 

network. This important because the network structure can influence its members (Perry et al. 2018). 

A node, an actor or an agent are the units that are linked through networks. A node can represent an 

individual, a family (Padgett 2010), influential players within an network (Narayanam and Narahari 

2011), professional networks (Galaskiewicz 1985), countries (Leydesdorff et al. 2013) or any additional 

individual or organization that can establish and maintain formal and informal ties (Hanneman and 

Riddle 2003).  Nodes have a position within the structure which determines, in part, both the 

opportunities and limitations that an individual will experience (Brass 1984; Marin and Wellman 

2011b; Perry et al. 2018).  

An ego is the respondent or interviewee, and the alter refers to any actor with whom the 

respondent/ego has a tie. An ego, personal or egocentric network, is formed by the alters connected 

to the ego and by the connections between alters within the ego/respondent’s network. The ties, links 

or edges are the connections between the ego and the alters and the connections between alters. Ties 

can be sent and/or received which means they could be reciprocal or dyadic.  

A cluster is a group of alters or individuals who are connected by regular interaction and frequently 

by emotional ties (Scott and Carrington 2011). Therefore, the ties developed within a cohesive group 

will result in homophilous characteristics since friends of friends tend to become friends. The opposite 
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will happen between members of different groups who do not have regular interactions and or 

emotional ties, therefore clustering will be rare between them. 

3.2.1.2 Sociocentric versus egocentric 

The most distinctive division in network research in social science is whether the research design 

focusses on the network (sociocentric) or the individual (egocentric). Sociocentric research design 

looks at the interconnections created by ties, tie’s nodes, the paths between ties and nodes, and the 

individuals disconnected from the network. This information allows researchers to create a graph or 

map of connections based on the ties which reveals the whole network structure. Sociocentric 

approaches pay attention to the structure of the network and the influence that the structure has on 

the individuals.  

The research question in a sociocentric design defines the universe of the sample, and usually uses 

questionnaires to collect data. The data collection requires a list with all the respondents in the 

sample, in which each individual needs to identify whether they have a connection with the other 

respondents on the list. This procedure creates the map of ties of all the individuals in the sample and 

the interconnections between them revealing the structure of the network and is called full network 

method.  

Spanish people in Bristol are not necessarily members of just one big ‘Spanish network’, therefore a 

sociocentric approach would not help to answer the research question regarding the way in which 

they mobilize their capitals to socially integrate. Furthermore, newcomers could be part of more than 

one network in Bristol, hence focusing on the ties developed by individual respondents would provide 

insights into the mobilization of their capitals through their personal networks. Egocentric research 

instead is focused on respondents’ immediate social environment. In this perspective a set of 

individuals are selected from the population (e.g., post-crisis Spanish migrants in Bristol) and then they 

are individually asked about the ties within their network. The result is a set of individual networks, 

for each of the respondents (egos) in the research  (Perry et al. 2018).  

3.2.1.3 Ego networks 

Hanneman and Riddle (2011) have identify three types of ego network research designs. The first 

focuses on the neighbourhood or the study of a particular node within an ego network. This 

perspective helps the researcher to understand a complicated or large sociogram by highlighting 

smaller units of the network’s structure and focusing on the development of the network from the 

local connections to the selected individual node. This approach is called the ego network or the one-

step neighbourhood of an actor.  
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A second type of ego network focuses on the ties between alters within the network. In some cases, 

is not possible to track the full network of a particular ego; in those situations, an alternative approach 

is to start with sets of egos/respondents and then identify the nodes to which they are connected. The 

way in which nodes identified at the beginning are connected to one another is identified later in the 

research. This type of design is called an ego-centred approach with alter connections and can only 

provide some information about the composition of the network.  

A third type of egocentric design focuses just on the ties between alters and the respondent/ego. Ego-

centric methods focus mainly on the ego and the respondent rather than on the whole network. By 

collecting information about the alters connected to the ego, it is possible to draw a picture of the 

ego’s network. Such data helps to visualise the composition of the network but also how networks 

could affect individuals. However, for Hanneman and Riddle (2011) the lack of information about the 

connections between alters questions the idea that an egocentric design focused on the ego could 

produce network data since it cannot be represented as an array of ties, which is the traditional way 

to represent network data. Nevertheless, there is still value in egocentric data without connections 

among the alters, especially if the gap in the data is filled with target sociograms, qualitative 

interviews, questionnaires, and a social capital perspective to explain the conversion and mobilization 

of their capital through the respondent’s ties. 

3.2.1.4 Sociogram 

Social network analysis has been used to show how small group structures have influenced individuals’ 

perceptions and actions, and to study spatial relations and their characteristics as a network (Moreno, 

1934).  Moreno coined the term sociometry and used the ‘sociogram’ to visually represent social 

networks. Sociometry became a major field of investigation in education and community studies 

(Scott and Carrington 2011), but kept links to the matrix questionnaire approach to store the 

information about ties. 

Mary Northway (1940) proposed a new way to graphically represent an individual’s social network 

called a target sociogram, which influenced other colleagues researching education and intercultural 

relations. Louise Ryan (2014), drawing on Northway’s work, adapted the target sociogram to include 

three concentric circles representing the proximity of the alters or ties that the respondent/ego had 

within the personal network. Ryan also divided the targeted sociogram in four quadrants, adapting 

the sociogram from Hersberger (2003). Three of the quadrants represented the social context and 

nature of the relationship the ego/interviewee had with the family, friendship, and co-workers 

respectively. A fourth quadrant was defined as “other social spaces” in which the ego/interviewee 

could include alters developed in other areas (e.g., associations, clubs, neighbours, university, etc.). 
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Once the target sociogram has been filled by the interviewee, throughout the interview it shows a 

constellation of alters and ties surrounding the interviewee/ego which sits in the middle of the image.  

 

Figure 2: Target sociogram example used in this research. 

Completing a sociogram then will provide a sense of the overall composition of the social structure of 

the interviewee and will help the researcher understand how individuals are embedded within it, the 

type of ties available, the amount and diversity of alters, and the origin and interrelation of, and 

changes to those connections.  

The visualization of a network can be more a more effective way to show the availability of resources, 

information, and opportunities for a respondent than words and numbers. It can also be helpful for 

the interviewees to develop self-awareness of the networks they have built. But overall, it is a 

powerful tool to explore the evolution of an individual’s network and understand the integration 

process. 
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3.3  CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SAMPLE 

The sample is comprised of Spaniards who arrived in Bristol between 2008 and 2017. This date range 

was chosen because social capital cannot act instantaneously, at the appropriate moment, unless it 

has been “established and maintained for a long time” (Bourdieu 2002:24). Therefore, securing 

interviewees that had lived for at least two years in the city provided better understanding of the 

preparation, arrival, and settling process. This decision helped to filter out Spanish migrants that only 

came for a short period of time and that did not have the motivation to socially integrate because they 

knew they will be leaving soon. 

This approach provided the research with a more thorough account of their experiences, as 

interviewees had more time to develop social ties and go through the social integration process. 

Furthermore, having been in Bristol longer made it more likely that interviewees had a clearer 

understanding of the difficulties experienced and how these have been solved using their available 

capitals, dyadic ties and networks. The time spent living in the new city is relevant, because it takes 

time to create ties with the community and people outside of it (Ryan et al. 2008). 

The average length of time that interviewees had lived in Bristol was almost four years (46 months). 

The average number of ties they had developed over this time was 40 people. The minimum number 

of ties one interviewee had was 20 and the maximum number was 71. This number does not say very 

much about their actual experiences in the city, yet it provides a useful marker of the average size of 

the social circle of the sample. One way to analyse interviewees’ social integration outcomes could be 

looking at the proportion of British people in their sociograms compared to other nationalities and co-

nationals. However, the decision to create British ties could be limited by the nature of their exposure 

to a British environment, understanding of British culture (Ager and Strang 2008), knowledge of the 

English language which is necessary for integration (Schaeffer 2014:92) and disposition of the British 

people to open their lives to the interviewees (Castles et al. 2001).  

A similar difficulty could be faced when looking at other nationalities within the network composition. 

However, Spanish people will have agency, cultural knowledge, mastery of the language and plenty of 

opportunities and spaces to meet other Spanish speaking people in Bristol who are also willing to meet 

co-nationals. Therefore, it makes sense to look at the integration outcomes based on something over 

which they have full agency, which is making Spanish speaking friends in Bristol and exploring why 

some people have decided to withdraw from the community.  

On average, the composition of the sample of ties by nationality comprises around half co-nationals 

and half non-co-nationals. Again, looking at the averages does not reveal much about individual social 

circles and integration processes. However, if instead of looking at the average composition of the 
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social networks the proportions of co-national ties within the individual’s network are analysed, a 

story can be found. 

Looking at the Spanish speaking composition of each interviewee’s network, three clear groups were 

identified in the sample. Group one comprises five individuals who have between 5.4% and 33% of 

Spanish speaking ties; group two are sixteen individuals with between 33% and 66% of Spanish 

speaking ties; and group three are six individuals, with 66% to 100% of Spanish speaking ties.  

% Spanish-speaking ties Number of interviewees in the group 

Less than 33%  5 

Between 33% and 66% 16 

Over 66% 6 

Table 5: Percentage of Spanish speaking ties within the samples' network. 

The ages of the sample range from 19 to 47, in which three interviewees are aged between 18 and 25, 

19 interviewees are between 25 and 40, and five are over 40. The age difference among the sample is 

reflected in the stories which show different life stages, from people deciding whether to go to 

university to people buying their first property, having their first child, and going through a divorce. 

A quota sample was used, that intended to provide a balanced representation of gender and ages. 

The sample included 16 women and 11 men; seven of the sample were parents. Six came to Bristol 

without savings.  One arrived without knowing the language, 12 arrived with a basic level of English, 

7 with a moderate level, 5 with a good level, and 2 with an excellent level. In terms of the education, 

from the sample 2 had the equivalent of A-levels, 15 interviewees had an undergraduate degree, 7 a 

postgraduate degree, and 3 had technical qualifications. The sample included 10 interviewees that 

identified as working class, 3 that identified as lower-middle class, 10 who identified as middle class, 

3 who identified as upper-middle class and one that did not know. 

The characteristics of the sample are very diverse, however there seems to be an over representation 

of highly qualified people. That may be because Spanish migration to the United Kingdom tends to be 

characterized by highly qualified people in their twenties and thirties (Jendrissek 2016) or because of 

the sampling  routes used in the research. 

3.3.1 Sampling routes 

This research used a heterogeneous purposive quota (age and gender) sample of Spanish migrants 

living in Bristol for at least two years, with the aim of ensuring that there was as much diversity as 
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possible in the data (Dawson 2009) to understand the way in which social connections and capitals 

are used and the social integration outcomes that they lead to. The data collection happened between 

the beginning of January 2018 and the end of March 2018. 

For Blokland and Rae (2008), ties tend to be more dispersed. Hence, “who we socialize with is no 

longer a question of spatial proximity, but of our own choosing” (Barwick 2017:3). Therefore, it is 

possible to infer that some Spanish nationals might have connections with others living in different 

areas of the city. For this reason, this study did not use any particular geographical area of Bristol to 

create the sample. Instead, it focused on the relationships that Spaniards have built because of their 

participation in group activities, online networks and snowballing that could add diversity to the 

sample in terms of ages, gender, and experiences. 

To build the sample, this research interviewed Spaniards between the ages of 19 to 47, since they are 

one of the largest groups of migrants in Bristol (see Table 3). As Hargittai and Hinnant (2008) suggested, 

education and age are relevant predictors of digital inequalities. Therefore, interviewing Spanish 

nationals required different access strategies to reach the groups that are less involved in the digital 

communities. 

The first two interviews were pilot interviews to test whether the interview process was comfortable 

for the interviewee, whether the type of data the questions were generating was as expected and 

whether the combination of methods (questionnaire, sociogram, semi-structured interviews) was 

appropriate and worked within a timeframe of an hour and a half to two hours. To recruit the first two 

participants, a convenience sample was used for time/cost efficiency (Tracy 2019). 

This research gained access to the interviewees first through key gatekeepers: the administrators of 

Bristoleños and the administrators of Españoles in Bristol which are both Facebook communities. Once 

the administrators agreed to allow the use of their groups to recruit participants, a message with the 

details of the research and the researcher’s contact details was published.  

When accessing certain kinds of participants through online communities became difficult, a snowball 

sampling technique was used, which enabled small samples of the ties related to the first interviewee 

to be obtained. Snowball sampling is recommended for use when the target sample is involved in a 

network with others who share similarities. However, Hanneman and Riddle (2003) advise caution 

when using snowball sampling because actors who are isolated that could have relevant information 

for the researcher could be left out.  Furthermore, snowball sampling does not guarantee that all the 

people connected to the participant will be found. This technique was mainly used to find mothers 

and fathers with different social backgrounds. 
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The online communities and snowball sampling were not enough to find enough diversity for the 

sample. Young people, mothers and people that were not using online communities were found 

through contacting sites of socialization where Spanish organized activities were happening or places 

in which it was known that Spanish speakers were meeting up. Sampling stopped when the stories 

started to provide similar information to the themes that were already found, reaching the theoretical 

saturation (Tracy 2019). 

3.4  DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

During the fieldwork period twenty-seven interviews were conducted, and no two accounts of the 

integration process were the same. Interviewees travelled alone, or with a partner, had children, knew 

someone living in the UK or in Bristol, had been there before or did not know anything about the city 

and its culture, some spoke perfect English, others arrived in Bristol to learn it. With such a variety of 

starting points it seemed artificial to create categories to talk about their integration process. Should 

all the parents be put in one category regardless of their knowledge of the English language? Was it 

better to group them by the time they had spent living abroad? What about those who came here 

alone but share similar cultural and economic conditions to those who already had friends living in 

Bristol? There is no right answer to these questions, because similar starting points will not necessarily 

result in similar journeys (Erel and Ryan 2018) or social integration outcomes.  

There are a range of ways in which Spaniards arriving in Bristol will form personal ties and develop 

new networks. In some cases, their ties will reflect their social background, their regional and political 

divisions, gendered trajectories, professional networks, or just similar interests; in others their 

networks will be limited by their knowledge of the English language and/or the lack of time to socialize 

outside of work. With such diversity of experiences there is a risk of categories becoming arbitrary. 

Since this research needed information about the background of the participants, their social location, 

the ties they have created in the city and the capitals that they have mobilized or converted, the 

interviews could overextend. Therefore, a questionnaire was used to collect demographic 

information, sociograms to collect information about their ties and semi-structured interviews to 

connect through the interviewees’ own narratives the information about their background, social 

location and use that they have made of their ties and capitals. Analysing this information in a thematic 

way allowed the researcher to draw conclusions about participants’ integration in Bristol. 

3.4.1 Questionnaire 

Before answering the questionnaire, participants were informed they could leave any question blank 

if they did not want to answer it. The questionnaire was interviewer-administered so if participants 
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had any doubts about the meaning of the questions, they could ask the researcher to clarify. After 

explaining the purpose of the questionnaire, each participant had 10 minutes to answer a short 

biographical questionnaire with a mixture of closed-ended questions to make it quick and easier for 

the participant to answer (Dawson 2009) and open-ended questions. The open-ended questions asked 

about facts from participants’ lives which helped the interviewee to answer quickly. Once the 

questionnaire was completed, the responses were reviewed searching for questions accidentally left 

blank or unintelligible answers that needed to be clarified.  

The mixture of open and close-ended questions were separated into four categories: a) demographic 

information recorded participant’s name, contact details, place of origin, gender, age, marital status 

and whether the interviewee had any children; b) social ties questions asked about employment of 

their acquaintances in Bristol, whether they had a companion on arrival in Bristol, whether they 

received any financial help to come to Bristol and the relationship with the person who provided help, 

and whether the participant shared accommodation and with whom; c) cultural background was 

recorded through answers about their educational attainment, institutions of the degree, father’s 

educational attainment, grandfather’s educational attainment, English language skill at arrival, where 

and how they learned English, and the frequency of certain leisure activities (e.g., theatre, cinema, 

book reading, sports, club participation, among others); finally d) economic background questions 

were asked to find out about their current employment status in Bristol, employment status before 

arriving in Bristol, whether they had savings before coming to Bristol and what their spending priorities 

were on their arrival, for how long did they rely on their savings, their annual income using a range of 

salary brackets, property ownership in Spain and property ownership in Bristol. The four categories of 

questions provided a background for the completion of the sociogram but also helped the researcher 

to focus on questions about social connection, migration goals and social integration and their own 

personal experiences while the sociogram was being completed. 

The time spent in the city of Bristol was discussed before the interview started and asked in the 

questionnaire. This question helped to filter those potential participants that were in an early stage of 

their arrival or wanted to stay in Bristol for a short period of time in the city either learning the 

language or working with the purpose to go back to Spain. The response to this answer also provided 

context for the number of ties developed in the city. As this research focuses on social integration, 

having participants that did not want to stay for a long time would have affected the responses of the 

sample regarding their efforts to develop ties in the city since integration is a long-term, two-way 

process, without an end point (Ager and Strang 2008; Castles et al. 2001; Penninx 2005) that requires 

personal investment. Therefore, it is less likely that someone who has planned a short-term migration 

project would go through a long-term process of investing in developing social connections.  
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The format of the questionnaire took elements from Bourdieu’s Distinction questionnaire (2000) and 

from the Great British Class Survey (Savage et al. 2013). The questionnaire and the survey are context 

specific, the former based in 1970-1980 France and the latter in post-2010 Britain. Since both 

questionnaires required more than 10 minutes to complete, only some distinctive elements exploring 

social, cultural, and economic capital were used.  

To look at individuals’ social capital this research used Savage’s (2013) take on Nan Lin (2002)’s 

position generator of social capital. The position generator is an exercise that asks interviewees to 

select within a list of 37 occupations to mark those that match individuals that they know socially. This 

exercise provides a picture of the diversity of the ties in respondent’s network. Cultural capital was 

assessed through questions about educational attainment, their father and grandfather’s educational 

attainment, and their leisure interests. Bourdieu’s take on cultural capital is more complex than the 

questions above, and his questionnaire not only looks at the institutionalised cultural capital but also 

to the objectified (consumption) and embodied form (behaviour). Savage also pays attention to the 

interviewees’ taste. Since the purpose of the questionnaire was to provide context to the sociogram-

based interview, such complexity was removed from the questionnaire. Economic capital was 

assessed through questions about respondents’ income, savings before migrating and property 

ownership. Economic capital questions provided a simplified perspective on the respondent’s relative 

social location, that provided context for the sociogram based interview.  

In general, the questionnaires aimed to explore elements of migrants’ economic, social and cultural 

capital like educational attainment and proficiency in the English language, due to those elements 

influencing how social capital can be mobilized (Anthias 2007b) but also the development of new 

networks (Ryan et al. 2008). The questionnaires also allowed this research to contextualise individuals’ 

integration experiences in Bristol and helped the completion of the sociogram based interviews. 

3.4.2 The semi-structured interviews 

This research used three strategies for the data collection. The first one was the questionnaire, the 

second one was the semi structured interview after the respondent had completed the sociogram, 

and the third one was mapping the interviewee’s network using the target sociogram.   

The purpose of the interviews was to explore the migration process with a list of questions and topics 

that could elicit an answer to understand when, how and why they migrated; the experiences of 

migrants regarding the use of the resources coming from the social ties they already had, or had 

developed in Bristol; questions about the origin of the ties, the events that led to the creation of the 

ties and consolidation of them; the social background of the ties if known; the experiences they had 

had of mutual help, support or other experiences of significance; and finally questions about 
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integration and how they viewed their future in Bristol.  

Semi structured interviews and topics helped to develop understanding of how Spanish migrants 

mobilise their social capital, their experiences using the resources provided by their dyadic ties and 

networks, and of the role that their social capital played in their social integration process.  

The questions were almost the same for all the participants, but not necessarily in the same order and 

some of them were not asked because they were explained while the sociogram was being completed 

– particularly the ones related to the ties they have developed or strengthened in Bristol. Follow-up 

questions that were not prepared but that helped to keep the interview flowing and also elicited more 

information from the interviewee (Gordon 2020) were also included in some interviews. 

The semi structured interview and topics discussed in during the interview can be found in the 

Appendix. 

3.4.3 Target sociogram 

The target sociogram is a representation of the individual’s social network. As a representation it is 

not meant to be an exact construction. The target sociogram used during the fieldwork had three 

concentric circles representing the closeness to the ego (located at the centre of the sociogram), 

divided in four quadrants where interviewee’s contacts (alters) were distributed in the friendship, 

family, co-workers, and other social areas quadrants. 

Sociograms encouraged the interviewees to visualise their personal networks based on the personal 

perceptions and experiences that have shaped those networks. Tubaro et al. (2016) noted that there 

is a risk of the constraints of the format of the sociogram limiting the collection of data. This risk was 

realised in relation to the concentric circles in which some interviewees added more layers to 

represent the distance from the ego. 

The predefined quadrants (friends, family, colleagues) impose a classification on the interviewee; 

however, the template has a fourth quadrant to add individuals that do not fit in those categories. 

Furthermore, the sociogram can evolve during the interview allowing the respondent to expand the 

complexity of it. The researcher also asked questions to expand the information provided by the 

interviewee. 

The sociogram template was introduced before the interview and completed by all respondents within 

20 minutes. After the sociogram was filled with the respondent’s social network in Bristol, questions 

were asked in relation to the type of interpersonal relationships, and the origin of the tie, that could 

denote the existence of social exchanges (social capital production or reproduction). The sociogram 

template was left on the table while the semi-structured interview was conducted just in case the 
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interviewee wanted to make clarifications or provide more details. 

Interviews using sociograms give the interviewees a general idea of their relationships and of the social 

contexts in which they are. It also encourages participants “to move from description of social 

practices, to their elaboration and theorisation” (Emmel and Clark 2009:16). Graphical representation 

of the mapped social network is about collecting information on participants’ perception of their 

network at a given time (D’Angelo and Ryan 2019). Such representation could be useful in helping the 

interviewees to understand how his or her social circle is constructed (Drahota and Dewey 2008). For 

the researcher, sociograms can help to create patterns of ties that could be compared, to understand 

and explain the effect that interviewees’ social ties could have on their social integration. Furthermore, 

“paper diagrams are less threatening [than digital ones], not vulnerable to technical failures” (Tubaro 

et al. 2016:4) and more user-friendly since they can be amended while the interview is happening. 

The interview with the sociogram lasted between one hour and a half and two hours, or until the 

information provided started to become redundant. Bryman (2012:259) suggested that if the quality 

of information deteriorates during the interview it may be possible that the questioning has made the 

interviewee tired or bored, becoming “prone to laziness in their answers”. When this happened, the 

interviewee was asked if they would like to stop the interview. 

The target sociogram described in the Sociogram section above was initially completed with the ties 

information from the questionnaire and later with ties that were remembered during the semi 

structured interview. Interviewees may only reflects his or her more immediate social network on the 

sociogram, forgetting to add other relevant actors. Conway (2014) has criticised the use of visual 

technics to capture and make networks visible because they can end up taking snapshots of the social 

circle instead of representing social networks’ dynamism. This is a problem that can be overcome by 

using the interview together with the sociogram (Tubaro et al. 2016), and asking the respondent about 

the origin of the tie and the relevance of it. The sociogram without an interviewee’s narrative may not 

be able to capture the dynamism of the social relations mapped on it.  

Using sociograms together with face-to-face interviews enabled this research to capture biographical 

information about the migration and settling process, the social relationships that had been created, 

and the circumstances and context that supported their creation. The sociogram also helped to 

visualise the number of natives, Europeans, migrants or co-nationals members in the respondents’ 

social circles, and the changes in their ties over time through their own narrative.  

During the interview, the respondents were asked to mark the contacts they spoke to in Spanish and 

the place of origin of the ties to explore regional segmentation of the ties. Understanding the decision 
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making at the moment of establishing a tie could inform this research about the individual’s 

motivations.  

The interviewees were asked to identify the contacts they only speak to in English with a mark next to 

their names. Marking their English-speaking contacts was a way to look at social integration with the 

native population and the type of relationship in terms of closeness and strength of tie developed.   

Moreover being able to live, work and socialize in the native language is a requirement to social 

integration (Armon-Lotem et al. 2008). 

Talking about the ties in the different concentric circles and quadrants helped the researcher to 

understand the use the respondents made of the resources coming from their social network. 

Hollstein (2011:15) suggested that in qualitative interviews, mapping networks is a way of “facilitating 

the discussion of relationships while it provides a strong stimulus for the production of narratives”. 

These narratives will allow the researcher to understand whether interviewees’ experiences in Bristol 

and the social connections developed have helped them to feel socially integrated. 

3.4.4 Analysis and organization of the data 

To answer the research question, qualitative interview data, sociograms, and the data from the 

questionnaires were used to gain a better understanding of how social capital mobilises among the 

Spanish citizens’ social connections. Furthermore, this research sought to understand how they have 

invested those resources in their lives and in their dyadic ties and networks, and the effect that those 

investment have had on their social integration. 

The questionnaire data was classified and ordered in an excel sheet (Figure 3), and then used to select 

the most distinctive stories from the group of interviewees. It also provided context to the stories by 

detailing the socioeconomic background of the interviewee and their families through questions about 

educational attainment, leisure preferences, the professions or activities their ties were involved in, 

and their economic status through questions about savings, property ownership and income. 
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Figure 3: Questionnaire information anonymized. 

The data from the sociograms enabled two analyses, one while it was being filled and the second one 

post-interview. During the interview, the respondent filled out the sociogram with the most 

meaningful ties they could remember, which allowed them to see how the constellation of alters and 

stories were filling the paper sheet.  The stories told by the interviewee and the composition of the 

sociogram prompted questions from the interviewer; for instance, one interviewee was sharing a story 

about his partner and, when asked about her, he realised she was not included in the sociogram. Other 

interviewees forgot names of close ties and important people in their lives or the names of friends 

that they normally talk to and asked for permission to use their mobile phone contact list to find the 

name and map them down. One interviewee realised that he knew the nicknames of several friends 

but could not remember their real names. This is a recall problem that has been associated before 

with network analysis (Merluzzi and Burt 2013). The consistency between the stories and the alters in 

the sociogram were aided by the live analysis. 
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The second analysis came after the interviews. Sociograms (Figure 4) were used to look at the number 

of alters, their diversity in terms of natives, co-nationals, and people with other origins, the distance 

in relation to the ego/interviewee, the strength of the ties (is this tie shared with someone else in the 

network?), the clusters of ties (school, church, yoga class, language academy, office group, children’s 

activities, etc.), and the distribution of the ties in the quadrant. The sociogram information provided 

support for the thematic analysis of the semi structured interviews.  

One of the common problems with sociograms and network analysis is that by knowing the network 

of an individual it is possible to identify the research participants (Borgatti and Molina 2005), therefore 

all the sociograms have been anonymized with the intention of safeguarding the interviewees 

(Bryman 2012). Anonymity was achieved by replacing the real name of the interviewee with a coded 

number. The alters’ names – used to tell the ego stories and analyse the social integration process – 

have been replaced by random names one by one in each of the sociograms used in this thesis. When 

the name of an alter was not relevant for the analysis or for the story, it was replaced by a cross or ‘x’. 

The cross or ‘x’ will provide fewer clues to identify the interviewee and will help this research to take 

extra care to protect participants’ anonymity (Tubaro et al. 2016) before dissemination. 

 

Figure 4: Representation of some of the sociograms filled for the research. The image has been altered to protect the 

anonymity of the participants. 

The semi structured interview represented a challenge for this research. The purpose of the research 

was to explore the relationship between migrant capital (capitals, networks, and migration) and social 

integration from the resources perspective therefore there were pre coded concepts that related to 

these topics. 
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NVIVO was used to transcribe the interviews and to code themes like social capital, cultural capital (in 

its three forms), economic capital, integration, motherhood, parenting, chain migration, identity, free 

time, ties, gender, and planning, among a long list of codes. However, the use of NVIVO was dropped 

when coding became a constraint, as the themes were wider than the codes. For instance, while trying 

to code social gates (later changed to social brokers) it was evident that the code was interrelated 

with other elements like work type, gender, language proficiency, identity, and personal goals (see 

Miriam’s story in section 5.3 ), therefore thinking in codes to narrate the stories became a limitation 

to explore the subject of social integration and migrant capital. 

Instead the stories were divided in broader themes, adopting a thematic analysis perspective in which 

a theme “transcends any one code and is built up out of groups of codes” (Bryman 2012:578). To do 

that, this research focused on topics that were recurrent, similarities and differences in the way in 

which the interviewees discussed a similar theme; and on theory-related data such as capitals, ties, 

networks and homophily. 

Some of the themes utilised in the thematic analysis included capital conversions, parenthood, family 

ties and professional networks. Within each theme there were sub-themes to explore the breadth of 

the topic, which led to the structuring of conversions along economic, cultural, and social lines, from 

which economic was divided by integration outcomes. Exploring the narratives as broader themes 

allowed this research to find more contrast and complexity in the use individuals make of their capitals 

and networks and the influence that social location and personal goals have on their social integration 

outcomes. 

3.5  CRITERIA USED TO IDENTIFY CASES WITH DISTINCTIVE STORIES 

This research selected 14 cases to analyse from the 27 interviewees that informed the study. Given 

that the mixed methods nature of sociogram research produces rich and abundant data (Tubaro, 

Casilli, and Mounier 2014), case studies from the sample were selected to enable presentation of rich 

and detailed data within the thesis. This trade-off between breadth versus depth necessitated 

reflection on how best to select the cases included. 

The case selection was driven by the aim of understanding and uncovering social integration processes 

through Spanish migrants’ experiences of developing social connections in Bristol and/or possessing 

ties that were related to their lives in the city. The attention afforded to processes is one of the 

strengths of case selection since it allows the researcher “to trace how events chain on to one another 

and how therefore events are necessarily linked to one another through time” (Mitchell 1983:194). 
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Because examples of experiences of tie development were anticipated in most of the cases it was 

necessary to establish a case selection criterion.  

Case selection tends to be a challenging task, particularly in small qualitative samples (Gerring 2018), 

since the selected cases are “asked to stand for a population of cases that is often much larger than 

the case itself” (Seawright and Gerring 2008:294). The selection criteria were developed from the 

coding and thematic analysis of the cases collected during fieldwork (between January 2018 and 

March 2018). The criteria to select the cases included in the empirical chapters prioritised the aim of 

uncovering social integration processes but also informing the research with demographic diversity 

and variation, richness of data and by providing links between the overlapping experiences lived by 

most of the interviewees (Small 2009).  

Variation was found in the relative social locations of the interviewees given by their accumulated 

social, economic, and cultural capital but also by the participants’ life stages. The richness of the data 

came from cases that had overlapping characteristics with the whole sample but also had unique 

features that made them stand out from the sample. Trying to find uniqueness and overlapping 

characteristics at the same time may look like a contradiction. However, as an example, there were 

many cases of chain migration that used these ‘chained’ ties to arrive in Bristol, but the outcomes in 

network formation varied, with some cases showing unique pathways to social integration. Identifying 

and selecting the unique cases that shared overlapping characteristics with the sample helped this 

research to build better case studies that spoke to the whole, by “maximizing variance on the 

dimension of interest” (Seawright and Gerring 2008:302) which is the process of developing social 

connections that lead to integration. This criterion of case selection provided more data on specific 

cases than little data in many cases, which allowed the personalities of the participants to be captured. 

If the research had included all 27 cases it would have lost the ability to present detail in the stories 

because of the length limitations of the thesis. 

Background cases that were not included in the four empirical chapters played a key role in identifying 

overlapping themes (chain migration, arrival, settling in, co-national ties, friendship patterns and 

parenthood) and helped to select the case studies in the empirical chapters. The background cases 

that were not included were not cases per se, but they were integrated into the analysis indirectly 

through the selection of overlapping themes and by providing a context to identify which cases had 

unique characteristics and were richer in data9.  

 
9 Only the sociograms used in the empirical chapters were included in the thesis but access to the 27 sociograms can be 
provided on request. 
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3.6  PLACE OF STUDY  

Bristol as the place of study is also part of the case selection as discussed at the beginning of the thesis 

in the 1.3 Research site section. Bristol had several characteristics making it suitable as a place of study: 

its convenience, the availability of information about Bristol, the online/offline community, the 

opportunities offered by the city, and its context. These characteristics were discovered from the 

iterative sampling and the pilot interviews. 

3.6.1 Convenience 

Bristol was a convenient research site to study social integration since at the start of this study the 

Spanish population in Bristol was the fastest growing migrant population in the city (Figure 1), and 

there were enough Spanish citizens in the city to support research on social integration (See Table 3).  

There were several additional factors that made Bristol a convenient place of study. I had personal 

ties with Spanish migrants in the city, I knew some of the Spanish networks, spoke the language, 

understood their cultural background, and as with most of the interviewees in this research, Bristol 

was the city I chose to live in.  

Studying the social integration of Spanish migrants in Bristol was a way to contribute to the city and 

to the community I was embedded in, but also a way to conduct original local cost-efficient research. 

3.6.2 Information about the city 

Beyond the push and pull factors that influence migration (Blanchflower and Lawton 2009; 

Zimmermann 1996), availability of information about the place of destination also influences decisions 

since “the act of migration begins in the mind” (Hamel 2009:10) and media representations of cities 

are key sources of information for prospective migrants (King and Wood 2001). 

Bristol has had good press as a city in many of the publications released before the sample of this 

study decided to come to Bristol. The availability of positive information about the city made it show 

up on the radar of anyone searching for information the best city to live in the United Kingdom.  

Some of the good press the city has received includes: being one of the most attractive cities in the 

UK and Europe, an inspiring city, colourful city, kindest city, best for street art, dog friendly, best 

nightlife, best for student life, one of the most creative cities, best city to raise a family, made the cut 

to be in the 10 best cities to live in the world, one of the smartest cities, most liveable in the UK, most 

musical, best city to live in, and it was the green capital 201510.  

 
10 (BBC News 2013; Bristol Post 2015; FS Magazine 2016; HuffPost UK 2016; Perry 2016; Telegraph 2010; The Bristol 
Magazine 2019; The Guardian 2014; The Independent 2013, 2016; The Telegraph 2019; Times 2014; Trusted House Sitters 
2016; University of Bristol 2016)  
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3.6.3 Vibrant online community 

After London, Bristol has the most active and largest online community “Españoles en Bristol” with 

more than 24,000 members. This number reflects the interest that Spanish migrants have in Bristol 

and it is important because an existing migrant community can encourage migration chains towards 

the city (Wegge 1998).  

The existence of a strong online community of Spanish migrants in Bristol also makes the city stand 

out in comparison to other destinations in the United Kingdom. After the online London community 

on Facebook, the Bristol Facebook group has the biggest numbers compared to similar group pages 

from bigger cities than Bristol like Birmingham, Leeds, Sheffield, Edinburgh, Liverpool, and 

Manchester.  

In addition to the Facebook group there is a webpage dedicated to life in London called 

diariodeunlondinense.com11  but one of the main pages offering information in the Spanish language 

about living in Bristol and in other cities in the United Kingdom is the page bristolenos.com12. There is 

not a page like this for any of the other cities mentioned above, and the diversity of information 

provided on bristolenos.com can guide prospective migrants and people who have arrived in the city 

to navigate the basics to settle in.  

This thesis is not going to discuss whether Bristolenos.com has a pull effect towards the city of Bristol, 

however knowing that online communities can enhance the sense of belonging (Miller et al. 2021) and 

lower the barriers to international migration (Tabor and Milfont 2013), it is possible to conclude that 

the main guide to live in UK being named after the city of Bristol is likely to have an impact on 

prospective migrants choosing Bristol above other cities. 

 

Figure 5: Landing page of Bristolenos.com offering Spanish written guides to prepare for living in London, Edinburgh, Bristol, 

and Manchester. 

3.6.4 Bristol location and inhabitants 

Another reason to choose Bristol as a place of study was its connection with many major Spanish cities 

through low-cost direct flights making easy for Spaniards to buy a ticket from Tenerife, Menorca, 

 
11 Diario de un londinense translation is ‘Londoner’s diary’. 
12 Bristoleños translation is Bristolians which also means ‘people from the city of Bristol’. 

http://www.diariodeunlondinense.com/
https://bristolenos.com/
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Malaga, Madrid, Lanzarote, Ibiza, Gran Canaria, Fuerteventura, Bilbao, Biarritz, Barcelona, or Alicante 

and arrive the same day to Bristol. This is one of the reasons why Bristoleños has recommended Bristol 

as the best city to migrate to for the first time, in addition to the job opportunities available, its 

infrastructure and size (Bristoleno 2017a). However, soft features of the city have also appealed to 

Spanish migrants.  

Bristol has been ranked one of the most welcoming cities in the United Kingdom in a survey (Bristoleno 

2017b) conducted online by Bristoleños that had more than 2500 participants from 200 cities from 

the United Kingdom. Bristoleños asked their audience to rank the cities they were living in using the 

categories of salary, savings, expenses, jobs, housing, cost of living, transport, leisure, culture, 

weather, welcoming population and whether they would recommend the city to other Spaniards. The 

results of the survey showed Bristol had a high score in the categories of salaries, savings, jobs, leisure, 

culture, welcoming population, and recommendations. The top ten cities in the sample (London, 

Bristol, Edinburgh, Manchester, Birmingham, Brighton, Reading, Liverpool, Cambridge, Oxford) had 

high scores in the salary, savings, jobs, and recommendations, which make sense since the fourth 

wave of migrations was triggered by the financial crisis in Spain. However, Bristol together with 

London scored higher in leisure; Bristol, London and Manchester scored high in culture; Bristol, 

Liverpool Brighton, and Edinburgh scored high in welcoming population.  

Therefore, Bristol in addition to the material opportunities also has the characteristics of being a good 

place for leisure, culture, and welcoming population. These characteristics, promoted by the 

University of Bristol (Bristol 2017) to attract students, also appeal to Spanish migrants. 

These three characteristics may be valued by the biggest age group of Spaniards living in the city who 

are between the ages of 18 and 34 years old (Table 3), which is statistically the biggest age group of 

Spaniards living in the United Kingdom (Jendrissek 2014). 

3.6.5 Context 

The iterative research design and the pilot interviews showed that Bristol had some characteristics 

that were attractive for a particular group of Spaniards. One of the topics that came up in the 

interviews was the importance of the weather and trying to avoid the cold north. This preference 

made sense, since a large number of the Spanish population in Bristol comes from Andalusia, a region 

with one of the warmest weathers and the highest unemployment figures (Ricardo Manuel and 

Encarnación 2019). 

For many Spanish speakers who arrived in Bristol with no English or a basic level of it, Bristol seemed 

to be more attractive than northern regions because of the neutrality of the accent. One of the 
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interviewees decided to migrate to Bristol instead of Manchester because her partner could not 

understand the spoken English in Manchester. 

Another insight from the iterative design was the idea that Bristol was attractive because the cost of 

living was cheaper than London. In a way this shows London as the first preference but also that many 

of the interviewees were concerned with the settling costs. Bristol offered the right balance between 

the size of a city and affordability. 

In summary choosing Bristol as the location for the case study was related to the personal curiosity I 

had with the Spanish population in the city, my ties with it, the convenience of studying a group in the 

same place I was based in but also because of the abundant information about the city, the receptive 

context which includes a large online and offline community, a welcoming community, a city that is 

prepared to receive people every year (between 2011 and 2015 Bristol was the most popular city for 

people already living in the United Kingdom to move to (Office for National Statistics, 2016)), and the 

abundance of leisure and cultural activities for Spaniards that were looking for the experience of 

“living abroad” also mentioned in the interviews. 

3.6.6 Implications of the case selection and place of study for research findings  

One of the most common criticisms of the case study methodology is that because the evidence 

presented is constrained by the case, the results or findings drawn from it should not be generalized 

(Bryman 2012). This research therefore should only draw conclusions in relation to the sample and its 

context, because of its limited representativeness due to the location, the age of the participants, their 

socio-economic status, ethnicity, gender, as well as the number of interviewees included. However, 

this does not mean that the research findings will not have relevance beyond the cases that have been 

studied. 

The cases selected for this qualitative study may not be representative of all the Spaniards arriving in 

Bristol, or those arriving to the United Kingdom. Most of the participants were university educated 

and were willing to be interviewed after work, which is one of the reasons it took longer to find people 

with “less time” to participate in research: specifically, parents. Most of the sample were between 25-

35 years old and were employed before coming to Bristol. Many mentioned they came to Bristol 

because it was more affordable, some mentioned the language neutrality and more job availability in 

the south. Many came to Bristol because of the location, the amenities of the city, its weather, and 

the proximity of the airport. The sample with 27 participants was diverse but small in number. 

The aim of the case selection was to reach saturation rather than representation, to discover the 

themes that kept repeating and that were relevant to understanding participants’ social integration. 



 

76 
 

The case study emphasis is on identifying processes happening in a particular context like ‘Spanish 

migrants developing social connections in Bristol’. Researching processes within a context provides 

the opportunity to improve and build the research as new evidence, processes or events are revealed 

(Cassell and Symon 2004), allowing the identification of themes that are common among the sample 

and that could shed light on other similar groups going through similar processes in the same or similar 

places. Specifically in Bristol, I am thinking about Latin Americans, Italians, Portuguese or other people 

who share many characteristics with Spanish migrants. 

Therefore, the cases and the findings do not claim to be representative of all Spanish migrants living 

in Bristol nor the finding generalizable to every case. However, the case selection allowed this research 

to uncover processes at play in the development of social connections and the social integration of 

Spanish migrants. 

3.7  REFLEXIVITY 

The influence of the researcher “shapes the nature of the process and the knowledge produced 

through it” (Cassell and Symon 2004:20). For such reason it is good practice to reflect on the influence 

the researcher can exert as a participant in the research process. This section will explore how my 

origin, position as an academic, experiences, language, age and gender may have affected the sample 

and the outcomes of the research. 

3.7.1 Positionality 

My personal characteristics could have impacted on the interviewees and the research outcomes. 

Mortensen and Kirsch (1996), thinking about their personal position within their own research realized 

they had multiple identities that could affect the outcomes of the data collection and the 

interpretation of such information. Chiseri-Strater (1996:116), looking in detail at what positionality 

entails, found that certain attributes such as “race, nationality, and gender” had an effect on the data 

generated by the research “to some degree”. 

Thinking about positionality in this research, Mortensen, Kirsch and Chiseri-Strater’s thoughts were 

used to understand how my partiality or position in the field could have affected the research and 

how some of my personal characteristics, the words I used, my spoken and body language and timing 

and control of the interview rhythms could have affected the research outcomes. 

3.7.1.1 Being Latin American 

I am Latin American and speak Spanish with a neutral accent; some Spanish nationals thought I was 

from the south of Spain, others identified me as a Latin American but could not place me in a country. 

For someone that is not familiar with the relationship between Spain and Latin America this 
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information would not matter, however it is possible that my origin affected the sample. Some Spanish 

people look at Latin Americans like subordinates, and some Latin Americans look at Spanish people 

with resentment, both perceptions based on historical interactions. One of the prospective 

interviewees for this research became angry when he decided that the interview needed to happen 

at a certain time and day when I was not available. It was not the anger or the frustration he had that 

led to considerations about the Latin America – Spain relationship, but his words of disdain in which 

he implied “he was doing me a favour”. The interview did not happen, and it is possible that the sample 

included in this research represented individuals that are more tolerant. 

3.7.1.2 Being a migrant 

I have also been a migrant for more than 18 years; I grew up in a foreign country and I have many 

family members living abroad for personal, professional, economic, and political reasons. This vast 

anecdotal experience has generated awareness of some of the struggles migrants from different 

generations have experienced over time, long before reading any migration literature and 

conceptualizing the main topics in the area. This background aided understanding of the experiences 

of the participants but also helped me to create rapport when difficult experiences of migration were 

shared by the participants.  

3.7.1.3 The use of language 

Regarding the use of words, while trying to arrange an interview with a Spanish migrant living in 

Bristol, the interviewee mentioned she used to live in the Salamanca neighbourhood which is one of 

the most affluent areas of Madrid. To build rapport and show her I knew the neighbourhood, I 

mentioned a couple of areas of Salamanca that I liked and ended the sentence with “posh 

neighbourhood” which I immediately realized was a mistake. Her attitude towards being interviewed 

changed immediately. In using this language, I revealed myself as class outsider and since the Spanish 

word for posh (pijo) is a colloquial and slightly negative word she may have felt judged. It was not my 

intention to judge this participant’s social location, the wording was a by-product of socialization in 

Madrid. After this experience I was more careful with words that could portray class divisions. 

3.7.1.4 My gender 

Being a male in my late thirties helped me to develop a deeper rapport with other males around my 

age, in which sometimes topics and questions were posed by the interviewees outside of the 

boundaries of the interviews. After living for over three years in the city, one of the participants was 

very frustrated because he could not understand how romantic relationships worked in the UK.  He 

felt relationships tended to be superficial and short lived, but after he found out that I had a partner, 
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he appealed to empathy to get some advice. This conversation also opened the discussion of his 

relationship with British people in general and his difficulties in understanding certain behaviours. 

3.7.1.5 About religion 

I do not practice any religion, but was raised in a Catholic environment, attended to mass on Sundays 

and participated in the Catholic church-related activities and groups. This experience helped in 

discussing and understanding some of the participants in the research whose religious ties were 

relevant for their experiences. My experience of religion and ability to understand the kind of 

disinterested ties people forge in those communities helped to build rapport with the interviewees. 

3.7.1.6 Being an academic 

Being in academia and doing research provided an aura of authority and respect. Two of the 

interviewees asked questions about studying at the University of Bristol. One of them asked about 

postgraduate scholarships and kept a very cautious and respectful exchange during the interview that 

felt very formal. The second interviewee, in his teens, asked after the interview for help to decide 

whether there was any benefit in applying to an undergraduate degree and what the admission 

requirements to study at Bristol University were. All the interviews except for one were conducted in 

a café. In one of the interviews with a mother with a very young baby she asked me to hold and rock 

her baby while she was filling the questionnaire and later the paper sociogram. Having this aura of 

authority from being an academic may have led to trust from respondents and helped the research 

meet its objectives. 

3.8  ETHICS 

Participants who accepted the invitation to participate in the research were provided with an 

information sheet which outlined its aims, the types of questions that would be asked, the estimated 

length of the interviews and the way in which their information would be used.  

Participants in the research were asked to read and sign a “Project Information” document in English 

which included information about the research and the contact details of the researcher and both 

supervisors. In addition to this, a written consent form was read and signed to inform them about the 

use of the data that they provided for this research. They kept one of the signed copies of both 

documents. 

The interviewees were informed that they could withdraw from the research whenever they wanted, 

without question or detriment.  

There were no incentives to participate in the research, however a dossier with the main findings was 
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offered to the participants, once the research has been completed. 

Participants’ data and their networks were anonymised by assigning a numerical code to each person 

and using those codes in written work or a cross to mark to represent an alter in the network. The 

confidentiality of the data was secured by saving the documents with their personal details 

(questionnaires and audio files) in an encrypted file following the University of Bristol protocol 

(AES256).  

Ethical approval was granted on the 6th of July 2017 by the School of Sociology, Politics and 

International Studies Research Ethics Committee. 

3.9  CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter has explained the relevance of studying a new phenomenon; Spanish migration to Bristol. 

The reasons presented are the lack of qualitative information about this group, the significance in the 

growing number and that migration is not a transitory situation which means many of them will be 

staying in Bristol for a long period of time if not living their lives in the city. Therefore, it is important 

to study the social integration of a group that has come here to stay. 

The research design outlined uses the network paradigm to explore the networks of the Spaniards, 

guided by the theoretical approaches of the resource theories of social capital: Bourdieu’s The forms 

of capitals, Granovetter’s Strength of weak ties and Ryan’s vertical weak ties. 

This research falls within the qualitative research paradigm. An iterative approach to the fieldwork 

was used to adjust the methods that were trialled in the first two pilot interviews. 

The chapter explains the use of a heterogeneous purposive quota based on age and gender to select 

the sample. The data collection used questionnaires to collect demographic and background 

information of the respondents; target sociograms to map the interviewees’ ties and their 

composition (closeness, strength); and semi-structured interviews to provide dynamism to the 

information provided in the sociogram, but also to add their biographical narration to the social 

integration process. 

The data was organised in themes with several sub-themes based on their repetition, the similarities 

and differences in the way in which different interviewees approached a particular theme; and in 

theory-related content from the sample. 

The chapter has also discussed the self-reflexivity caused by certain events triggered during the 

fieldwork and described the procedure to provide informed consent to the participants.  
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4 CAPITAL CONVERSIONS IN THE ARRIVAL AND SETTLING PROCESS 

4.1  INTRODUCTION 

One of the ways in which capital can present itself is in its economic form, the transmission and 

acquisition of which is more quantifiable and straightforward than any other capital form. Economic 

capital can also be converted without difficulty into cultural or social capital and remains one of the 

principal means of social reproduction (Bourdieu 2002). Migrants arriving to a new place bring a set 

of capitals that allow them to navigate the host society. The way in which they mobilize their capital 

and the field in which they do so, establishes their “social rank and specific power” (Bourdieu 

2000:113), independently of any additional wealth or capital they possess. 

Economic capital is a key asset in migration. Migration policy has focused on accumulated economic 

capital as the right credential to either stay or to be temporarily welcomed into the United Kingdom. 

An annual salary of £30,00013 has been suggested as a threshold for entry to prioritise higher-skilled 

EU migrants, and British citizens must meet an earnings threshold of £18,60014 to bring their non-EU 

spouse to the United Kingdom (in addition to the £3,800 for the first child and £2,400 for each child 

after the first child). These policies strengthen the perception that economic capital is the most 

relevant asset for arriving migrants. However, capitals are not mobilized in a vacuum; their networks, 

the ‘social rank and specific power’ of their ties or alters and the impact of their social relations (Ryan 

and D’Angelo 2018) have an effect on how the resources within their network are accessed. 

Focusing on the importance of economic capital for arriving migrants, this chapter examines the 

formation of Bristol related social connections (dyadic ties and networks) of three interviewees, 

Violeta, Nestor, and Juanse, and the exchanges in time and resources which occurred between them 

planning to leave Spain and settling in Bristol. It also looks at the ways in which the mobilization of 

capitals allowed them to form social connections and the role that converted economic capital played 

in their social integration process. 

The chapter combines data from the interviews, questionnaires and sociograms to demonstrate the 

importance of planning the migration, the arrival, and the settling process in the formation of an 

individual’s network. Each story begins with a brief description of the motivations for the migration, 

 
13 The UK’s future skills-based immigration system published on December 2018: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/766465/The-UKs-
future-skills-based-immigration-system-print-ready.pdf.  
14 These costs are updated in https://www.gov.uk/uk-family-visa/proof-income.  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/766465/The-UKs-future-skills-based-immigration-system-print-ready.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/766465/The-UKs-future-skills-based-immigration-system-print-ready.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/uk-family-visa/proof-income
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the decision process, the reasons for it and the selection of Bristol as the destination to understand 

its context (Bourdieu and Wacquant 2000).  

Violeta´s experiences demonstrate how economic capital can both create opportunities and be 

transferred into other types of capitals that help her to set up her networks in Bristol. Nestor’s story 

examines how someone lacking cultural and social capital in Bristol can socially integrate by mainly 

using economic capital. Juanse’s experience in Bristol show how someone with high levels of 

institutionalized cultural capital and economic capital developed a network in Bristol.  

The three sections below will also show how conscious decisions, such as avoiding contact with co-

nationals and pre-migration goals, in addition to the interplay between capitals and networks, led to 

certain personal relationships that may or may not have helped interviewees to feel integrated in 

Bristol.  

4.2  VIOLETA: SELF-DEVELOPMENT ABROAD 

Since Violeta was at university she wanted to move abroad after finishing her degree. She did not have 

the opportunity to participate in the EU’s Erasmus Mundus program (which aims to develop quality in 

higher education through international exchange) but was always drawn to the idea of moving abroad, 

learning a different language, and experiencing a different culture. She considered Australia as an 

option, because every year in her region of Spain the vineyards send people there to promote their 

brands at the grape harvest festival. After her graduation Violeta applied to work for one of the 

vineyards, but she wasn´t successful. She thought about moving to Germany instead, where she had 

a friend, or to France were some of her family members lived. While she was considering where to go 

to, her close friend Silvia told Violeta about her plans to come to the UK. 

4.2.1 Travelling with a friend 

Violeta then decided it would be better to move abroad with a friend, but they could not decide which 

city within the United Kingdom to move to. Violeta heard of Bristol after finding information on the 

web about the relationship between the cost of living and the salaries in different UK cities. However, 

it was not until Manu, a friend from Silvia’s town – who is now located within Violeta’s inner social 

circle of friends – travelled from Bristol to the Basque Country to spend Christmas with his family, that 

Violeta started to think about Bristol. When Silvia knew Manu was in town, she asked him to meet her 

– together with Violeta – to talk about his experiences of living abroad. Pre-migration networks 

influence people’s migrating choices, “the means of migration, the destination and future prospects 

for physical and occupational mobility” (Vertovec 2002:3).  
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After the conversation, Violeta did further research and found an article about Bristol being the best 

city to live in the UK15. Then she found the Bristoleños16 website with its slogan Advice, paperwork, 

and information to live in the UK17 and made the decision to travel together with her friend Silvia to 

Bristol.  

In the end, Silvia could not go with Violeta but Arantxu, a friend from the University, had plans to come 

to the UK too so they decided to travel together. They arrived in Southampton where Arantxu had a 

friend – Bea – who offered them a place to stay. Violeta stayed there for 5 days before coming to 

Bristol where her new friend Manu was waiting for her. Connections with earlier migrants like Bea and 

Manu provide potential migrants like Violeta with a set of resources that they can use to lessen the 

risks and costs of migration. Some of those resources are information about the place of arrival, 

procedures, job opportunities, accommodation, emotional and financial support (Meyer 2001).   

Violeta is 26-year-old woman from a middle-class family from the north of Spain. She has been living 

in Bristol for over three years. Two years ago, she finished her postgraduate education in Bristol using 

financial help from her family and earnings from her part-time job. When she first arrived in Bristol, 

like many Spanish people, she stayed in a hostel which a close friend of hers recommended, because 

she thought it would be easier to start there than to find a room in a shared house. However, the first 

night at the hostel was not a good experience for her: 

“The first night I arrived here, I decided that I don’t like Andalusians. The first night I 

stayed in a hostel which is a Spanish ghetto, mainly an Andalusian one. It’s a ghetto 

of people with southern accents, and I am no one to judge them but they are doing 

illegal stuff there and they are the kind of people that swindle you… I stayed just for 

one night and they told me the room was just for women, it was my first time in a 

hostel but then I realized there were three men in the room. People there told me 

terrible stories and then I thought to myself ‘this is not for me’.” 

After the bad experience, Violeta’s second night was in a hotel, a place much more comfortable than 

the hostel, but also a place few of the Spaniards interviewed for this research could afford. To begin 

with, she tried to have an open mind about socializing with everyone but after the hostel experience, 

she avoided Spanish people from the south. Later she started to think about meeting English people 

 
15 https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/bristol-named-britain-s-best-city-to-live-in-9210931.html.  
16 Bristolenos is a website with up to date information about relevant issues to prospective and current migrants. It 
develops rankings about different cities in the UK showing indicators about the job market, housing, cost of life, public 
transport, leisure, cultural offer, weather, friendliness of the natives and whether they would recommend the city to other 
people. The rankings are created by the individual vote of the participants. This is an example of it: 
https://bristolenos.com/2017/06/23/las-10-mejores-ciudades-para-vivir-y-trabajar-de-reino-unido-segun-los-espanoles/.  
17 Translation from the Spanish version: Consejos, trámites, información y noticias para vivir en Reino Unido. 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/bristol-named-britain-s-best-city-to-live-in-9210931.html
https://bristolenos.com/2017/06/23/las-10-mejores-ciudades-para-vivir-y-trabajar-de-reino-unido-segun-los-espanoles/
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to practice her English. After meeting English people and comparing them to the Spanish people she 

had met in Bristol, she felt she did not fit with the Spanish community she knew here. 

4.2.2 Avoiding Spaniards from the south 

Before coming to Bristol, Violeta had only been to the south of Spain twice in her life, so she felt she 

did not have enough information about southerners to have an opinion about them. This negative 

perception about the southerners could have been created because of her bad experiences in Bristol 

but also by the historical division among the different autonomous communities in Spain. She 

acknowledges it: 

“I guess there are also historical and political reasons, for instance I would never ever 

pose with a Spanish flag even if someone were paying me lots of money.” 

The historical and political reasons and the bad experience from her first night at the hostel are not 

the only barriers between Violeta and the Andalusians she met in Bristol; she also felt uncomfortable 

with their attitude living abroad. 

“If you are coming to a new country, it is to mingle with everyone, if you get on well 

then that’s good, but that does not mean I have to particularly try to meet Spanish 

people. However, the encounters I’ve had with Spanish people have never been 

rewarding. I can’t connect with them, many of them are complaining about their 

circumstances and I don’t feel like that. I’ve never felt discriminated against here, and 

I am here because I want to be here not because I need money. People from the north 

and the south are very different, we don’t share values… they complain about the rain 

and that is not surprising for me because I am from Bilbao, and we have more rain 

there than there is here.” 

In the quote above Violeta talks about developing ties as a migrant, her relative social location in 

relation to other Spaniards living in Bristol and makes a distinction between her values and attitudes 

in comparison to the Andalusians she met at the hostel. 

Violeta thinks that in a new place the newcomer should be willing to develop ties with everyone, not 

just with co-nationals, but sometimes socializing with co-nationals is the only option left for Spaniards 

who have not mastered the native language, or who are still learning the cultural nuances as can be 

seen in Adrian’s story in section 5.4 . Violeta, however, has been able to develop a diverse network in 

Bristol (as illustrated in her sociogram in Figure 6 below) not only because of her goal to build a diverse 

network but also because she had economic capital to invest in English classes, to find comfortable 

accommodation and to access the University.  Having access to these sites of socialization (language 
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school, university, and shared accommodation), while she was working part time allowed her to 

improve her opportunities of socialization with people with similar social locations and helped her to 

develop ties outside of the hostel and the Spanish community in Bristol. 

Violeta’s circumstances allowed her to come to Bristol and live in a hotel instead of a hostel until she 

found a flat to share. She also started a postgraduate degree while simultaneously working, which 

helped her to create new cultural capital and validation mechanisms (Erel 2010) in Bristol. Violeta’s 

journey demonstrates a lot of effort, but also strong family ties supporting her to deal with the 

challenges she faced and friendship ties sharing knowledge about the migration process.  

Violeta also mentioned that the Spanish people she had met are always complaining about their 

circumstances. One of the reasons might be the weather but also the lack of economic capital. Neither 

motive gives reason for Violeta to complain since she is not in Bristol to enhance her economic 

prospects and Bristol’s weather is not new for her, coming from the north of Spain. Spaniards living in 

the hostel cannot afford other types of accommodation, or do not have friends who could offer them 

a place to stay, therefore if they do not have enough economic capital to move to a different place or 

social capital in the city that could help them, they will be in a worse social location than Violeta, and 

may have reasons to complain if they cannot find ways to use their capitals to achieve social mobility.  

When Violeta says she has not come here in need of money she makes a distinction between her 

relative social location in the city and the one that Spaniards living at the hostel have. Violeta also 

mentions the difference between the rainy north of Spain versus the sunny south. Being used to the 

weather is part of the culture of northerners but it is unclear whether this comment has been triggered 

by weather related attitudes only, by the regional, cultural and ethnic divisions in Spain (Beramendi 

1999) or by a sense of distinction (Bourdieu 2000).  However, when she talks about her new Spanish 

flatmate she turns to behaviour and attitudes again to separate herself from her: 

“My new flatmate is from Malaga and it’s getting difficult to live with her. I believe 

people from the south are used to a slower pace of life than people from the north. I 

think they are used to inviting friends to their home… I think they are less respectful, 

but this depends on an individual perspective. They give too much importance to social 

meals with friends, and they enjoy mingling with other Spaniards. My flatmate from 

Malaga has been here for two and a half years –like me – but she still eats chickpeas 

every day, whereas I am used to the food from here. I believe in the north we are more 

European than in the south.” 
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Violeta again distinguishes between two different sets of cultural norms which creates a distance 

between herself and her flatmate from Malaga. In addition to the different cultural norms there is a 

perception about how settling in means changing behaviours to adjust or adapt to a different culture 

(Anderson 1994). However, when Violeta looks at how she has changed her own diet and mentions 

her flatmate is still eating chickpeas, she is also saying that to blend in the newcomer should adapt 

their own identity to the dominant identity of the place of arrival. Such change of customs to adopt 

the mainstream cultural taste and behaviour falls into cultural assimilation or acculturation 

(Abramitzky, Boustan, and Eriksson 2016; Wallendorf and Reilly 1983). However, there is also an 

economic element; chickpeas are cheap and filling therefore Violeta’s flatmate’s behaviour could be 

driven not just by cultural norms but also by available economic capital. Violeta’s criticism could be 

driven by the differential in accumulated capitals between her and the new flatmate setting them 

apart in different social ranks or locations. 

4.2.3 Embodying Britishness 

The position of the alters in Violeta’s concentric target sociogram, as in the other sociograms explored 

later on, are not fixed; they might move closer or further from the centre over time since this 

sociogram represents a picture of her networks at the moment of the interview. The same applies to 

her network. 

Violeta’s sociogram based on her Bristol ties shows how her first experiences in the city, her personal 

goals and perceptions of southern Spaniards have produced a set of ties in which most individuals are 

not from Spain and the few who do speak Spanish are from the north of Spain – Bilbao, La Rioja, 

Palencia, Galicia – and Madrid. Madrid is where she has drawn the line between the north and the 

south. The sociogram representing her ties in Bristol shows a small proportion of Spanish ties 

represented by the (Es) next to their names and many more non-Spanish ties.  
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Figure 6: Sociogram showing Violeta's network in Bristol, underlined are English speakers. Crosses represent alters. 

Violeta’s Bristol related network has 68 alters or ties. Only 9 are from Spain and none of them are 

from any city south of Madrid. Four of her Spanish ties, Manu, Silvia, Arantxu and Bea are from the 

Basque country and were part of her arrival to Bristol. These four individuals are her migration 

network or cluster that helped her to make the decision to come to Bristol. The alters in the migration 

cluster have different levels of closeness with Violeta; Bea and Arantxu have moved out of the centre 

with the passing of time. There are four other clusters (hotel, conversation exchange, university, and 

current job) that constitute part of her network. The cluster of friends she made working at the hotel 

are Penny, Tania, Anne Marie, Isolda and Christopher; the conversation exchange cluster is constituted 

by Sophie, Iris, Paul, Lucia and Phil; the university cluster with Hugo, Yvette, Carolina, Jenny, 

Esperanza, Antoniou and Nieves. From her current job Ernest, Roisin, Lorna, and Alex are her closest 

ties. The hotel cluster has particular importance because Penny became one of her first social ties and 

the social broker who introduced her to Natalie, Christopher, Tania and to English customs.  

Violeta did not feel integrated when she first arrived in Bristol. She felt her culture was different and 

that she could not understand people, but she never felt discriminated against. She felt that no matter 

what she did to feel integrated, there was a cultural barrier. But this barrier has been fading: 
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“In fact, when I am in Spain my mother keeps laughing at me because I say thanks and 

sorry 80 times a day. I believe that when I moved in with Penny is when I started to 

feel my life was taking a step forward and when I started to feel integrated. I began 

to go out with Penny and her female friends. Before that I had some friends, but I 

wasn’t going out. With Penny I started to live an English life more than a Spanish one. 

We used to dine at 6 o’clock together.” 

Learning the language, and understanding local customs and cultural nuances are part of the 

integration process and can help newcomers to blend in (Ager and Strang 2008). In Violeta’s case the 

close friendship tie with Penny has helped her to recognise and use the cultural codes from Bristol but 

also to embody English customs. 

Before moving in with Penny, Violeta already had English friends and felt she was relatively adapted 

to Bristol but once she moved in with Penny, she started to enjoy the English way of life more. Violeta 

describes Penny as a very open person who was interested in Violeta’s culture because she thought 

some of her behaviours were funny.  

Violeta’s economic capital – through her own income and from her family – seems to have made her 

less likely to seek support from co-national networks in Bristol. The opportunity to institutionalize her 

knowledge through a Masters’ degree helped her to update her cultural capital and later use it to find 

a job. The social ties she developed through her clusters of ties and spaces of socialization allowed her 

to blend in. For the blending in process, her friend Penny became a cultural/social broker who taught 

her the cultural codes and provided Violeta with access to her personal network. This access made 

Violeta feel integrated and part of Bristol. Violeta’s network excluded Andalusians because of the 

differences between the north and the south of Spain, but there is also an element of distinction from 

Andalusians in her decision to do it. For Violeta, integration in Bristol means developing ties with 

people with similar interests, blending in culturally but also changing her taste and Spanish customs. 

The decision to go to Bristol is related to the ties she had with people in Bristol and the information 

she found for herself about the city. 

4.3  NESTOR: BUYING A PLACE IN THE CITY 

Nestor is in his late 30s. He has a STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths) undergraduate 

degree and several years of experience working in the IT sector. He identifies as working-class and 

initially migrated to Bristol with his wife to learn English. Nestor says he was not pushed by the high 

levels of unemployment in Spain; he and his wife had jobs before leaving but they felt their life needed 

a change.  
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“I decided to leave Spain because I was tired. I had too much work to do and I needed 

to stop the stress that was coming with it. Me and my wife knew we needed to make 

a change. Coming to Bristol wasn’t as much about learning English as it was about 

changing our routine and experiencing life abroad. We decided to give ourselves a 

sabbatical year and made the decision to study English while we were on it. What we 

really wanted was to have leisure time and break away from the routine while doing 

something useful. We could have gone to a different place like Tenerife and have spent 

the whole day at the beach, but instead we chose to do something beneficial for us 

both.” 

Nestor’s decision to move abroad was product of the work-related stress he was experiencing, yet 

from his perspective this decision was independent from the financial crisis. However, it has been 

documented that the economic decline of Spain affected both the number of people in permanent 

employment and the working conditions of those who retained a permanent contract (European 

Commission 2014); furthermore, the decline of working conditions negatively impacted the mental 

health of Spanish workers (Espino Granado 2014). 

4.3.1 Deciding where to go 

Nestor and his wife initially wanted to go to Australia but realized the procedure to get the visa 

required more time and effort that they were expecting, and if they wanted to work while conducting 

their studies, the student visa would only allow them a small number of hours of employment every 

week. Australia was an expensive country for them, and they wanted to have the option to work if 

needed. Such difficulties and restrictions discouraged them from going there. Another limitation was 

the requirement for a sponsor if they wanted to work after they have finished their language course. 

Therefore, they felt that too many migration requirements could have made their experience in 

Australia a never-ending bureaucratic process.  

“It’s a difficult situation. We could have had the experience that everyone has, live 

there for two years, then extend the visa, and extend it again, while you are working. 

Which wasn’t what we wanted, we wanted to learn English, so we decided to discard 

it (Australia). It was too far away, it’s in the middle of nowhere!” 

They also thought about moving to the United States of America. Nestor is a rhythm and blues (R&B) 

fan and since Chicago is known for its R&B scene, he thought that it could be the place for them. He 

also knew someone living in Chicago from his previous job and got in contact with him to get advice 

about moving to the city. His friend offered help and warned him about the cold weather and the 

snow during winter. However, the problem was not the weather; again, it was the lengthy procedure 
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to get the visa, and then the difficulties of changing their status from being students to workers. This 

was a similar problem to the one they were facing with Australia. Hence, they decided to move to the 

United Kingdom because no paperwork was needed to study; if they wanted to work, they just needed 

a National Insurance number, and they could focus on settling in and learning the language instead of 

being worried about paperwork. Furthermore, as European citizens, they would not need a sponsor 

or a special permission to work. Finally, flight distances from United Kingdom to Spain are shorter and 

cheaper those between Spain and the United States of America. 

“If we get tired of the place (Bristol) we can take a flight and go back home, in addition 

to this if we want to work, we can do it, there aren’t any barriers. There is no problem. 

Hence, we decided to start over here and if we didn’t like it, we could fly back home at 

any time. The investment to come to Bristol was almost nothing, just buying the flight 

tickets and bits and bobs.” 

Bristol was not their first preference in the UK. They thought about going to Newcastle first, but their 

English teacher in Spain told them Newcastle’s accent could be difficult to understand for them. 

Nestor and his wife did not know where to go to, so they decided to pick a random destination in the 

UK and buy the tickets: 

“While we were at the GP’s waiting room (in Spain), we opened the easyJet app, and 

we agreed to pick the first option popping up in the app, so we wrote flights from 

‘Murcia’ and the first city popping up in the app was Bristol, so we bought the tickets.” 

Ties with family members, friends or acquaintances that have migrated or lived abroad can influence 

the destination of migrants (Boyd 1989; Faist and Özveren 2004; Ryan et al. 2009). In Nestor’s case, 

the advice from a native who was living in Spain and working as an English teacher influenced their 

decision to change their initial destination. Neither of them had family or friends living in the UK or 

anyone to ask for advice so they decided their destination with the little information they had. 

4.3.2 What they say is not what they mean 

Before arriving, Nestor found a flat online in an expensive part of Bristol. He was trying to avoid the 

hostel option because he felt it was not right to bring his wife to a place where space is shared with 

numerous other people. Furthermore, this trip to Bristol was their honeymoon holiday. They got 

married before coming to Bristol, so thought an extra expense in comfort was well justified. 

“After being together for a long time – for 11 years – we decided to get married 

because marriage is always better. Particularly if you have a health problem. There´s 
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a huge difference between having a partner for a long time and having a wife. The 

status is totally different.” 

They stayed in the flat for two weeks while they were searching for a permanent place to stay. Nestor 

asked the people in the language school who told him about a possible place, but the flat was in poor 

condition and Nestor – who was in a rush – decided to try with letting agents instead. Through google 

he found several letting companies and one by one they rejected him. 

“I wanted to rent a flat, and in all the agencies they asked me whether I had a job and 

I told them I didn’t have one because I was here to study English and to enjoy my time 

out of work. I told them I had savings from my old job, but they didn’t want to rent me 

a flat. I remember telling one of them that my dad was an Arab Sheik, and I didn’t 

want to work, because it was ridiculous! All the places were asking me the same 

questions. They couldn’t believe I had money to pay 6 months in advance and that I 

was willing to pay them, but they didn’t want me. I think the reason could have been 

that my English wasn’t good at the time.” 

Nestor was still learning English when he was looking for a flat and only had a basic level, but he trusted 

that having enough savings to pay in advance would have made the search for a flat a lot easier than 

it was, since economic capital remains one of the principal means of social reproduction (Bourdieu 

2002). However, not being able to communicate fluently and the lack of understanding of how to 

secure accommodation in the UK kept his economic capital ‘locked’. In this situation the lack of cultural 

capital, and key elements for the integration process such as language knowledge (Castles et al. 2001) 

and understanding of the cultural nuances of the UK, kept him from securing accommodation for him 

and his wife.  

Nestor could have used Spanish-speaking Facebook groups or could have requested help from the 

Spanish community to find a place to live, as can be seen in Chapter 6 with Andres and Marta. Instead, 

he preferred to avoid those groups.  

Nestor has a Facebook account but is not an active user. A friend of his recommended that he should 

search for information in relation to accommodation and bills within the Españoles en Bristol group 

because the website stores all the questions that have been asked since it was created. Nestor 

followed his friend’s advice and read the answers but thought there was a lot of conflict going on 

among the users, so he decided to withdraw from participating in it. When Nestor needed an answer 

to a practical question, he preferred to ask people from the language school who had been in Bristol 

for longer than him.  
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Because of Nestor’s desire to not be involved with the online Spanish community, the only option he 

had was to go back to the letting agencies to try to find a flat. After several rejections he found a place 

through a different letting agency. It was a small studio flat, and it was affordable for a couple that 

wanted to spend as little as possible from their savings.  

“I got in contact with them by email. I went to see the flat and I was interested in it. 

The agent told me ‘the agency needed to check with the owners first’, which is an 

answer they’ve used before instead of telling me no. They never say no! So, I told the 

letting agent ‘look if it’s a no then it’s a no, I only have one week left on the place I am 

currently renting’ and she said ‘yes, no worries’. I was very lucky because the English 

woman who showed us the place used to be married to a guy from Seville.” 

Nestor was frustrated with the politeness of the previous letting agents who were not able to tell him 

he was not a suitable tenant for their standards. Therefore, Nestor not only had difficulties speaking 

the language, but also understanding cultural nuances such as British politeness. However, the 

knowledge that the last letting agent had of the language and the Spanish culture helped Nestor to 

find a flat. It also made it easier for them to provide their Spanish documents and prepare the 

paperwork because of the knowledge the letting agent had of Spanish documents. As in Violeta’s 

story, finding a cultural broker helped Nestor to secure accommodation. 

Nestor’s conditions did not change that day; he was still looking to rent a place while being 

unemployed in Bristol and without planning to work for their first year living in the UK. However, the 

understanding the letting agent had of their situation, the ability to communicate with each other and 

the 6 months deposit in advance helped him to secure a place in Clifton, one of the most affluent areas 

in Bristol. 

The idea of cultural brokers (Cooper, Denner, and Lopez 1999; de Jong 2016; Pieterse 2003) or people 

who are diversity aware that can act as a nexus to help migrants is present in most of the stories 

described in this research. There is not a general definition of the concept, however Jezewski & Sotnik 

(2001:21) defined culture brokering as “the act of bridging, linking or mediating between groups or 

persons of differing cultural backgrounds for the purpose of reducing conflict or producing change”. 

In Nestor’s case, the broker only had a cultural role that enabled him to mobilize his economic capital, 

however in Violeta’s story the broker had a cultural and social role, not only allowing her to culturally 

blend in but also become part of Penny’s network. In the following subsection, Pete will play the role 

of social broker for Nestor. 
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In addition to mobilizing his economic capital to find a place to live, Nestor was transferring economic 

into cultural capital in two-ways. One was through the monthly payments to the language school that 

allowed him and his wife to improve their language skills which eventually allowed him to be more 

confident talking to English-speaking people and his clients. The second way in which Nestor 

transferred his economic capital was through free time available used to develop connections with 

English speakers. 

While Nestor was attending the language school, he had enough free time to walk around Clifton 

Downs (a large area of parkland) in the mornings. Walking in the park he noticed it was common for 

retired people to walk there and sit on the benches too. He decided talk to them to practice his English 

skills and found out that most of the retired people were happy to talk to him, so he made a habit of 

going to the park for a walk and for a chat. This ended up improving Nestor’s speaking and listening 

skills. If Nestor had had a 9 to 5 job, he would not have had the chance to encounter any of these 

people willing to talk. None of these encounters became ties in Nestor’s network, but it is possible 

that they were productive exchanges for both actors, and that there was some reciprocity of 

relationship that allowed Nestor to engage and improve his English and, on the other side, may have 

been alleviating loneliness for older people which is a known issue18 in the United Kingdom.  

Nestor’s possession of cultural and economic capital made it possible to derive profit from his spare 

time in the form of better understanding of the language and knowledge of the culture. This ‘spare 

time profit’ has been suggested as a way to increase both economic and cultural capital (Bourdieu 

2002). 

4.3.3 Social brokers and family business as sources of social connections 

In his first year living in Bristol, Nestor casually encountered a childhood friend in the street. Through 

this friend he met another Spanish man living in the city who was looking for an employee to help him 

with his business. Nestor started to work for the businessman and after a while they became equal 

partners. Again, economic capital was buying him a place in the city.  First, in having time to walk 

around the city, which led him to find a childhood friend, who led him to find a job, and secondly 

through having enough money to buy participation in the business and become a partner. However, 

after a while Nestor realized his vision for the business was very different from that of his partner, and 

because Nestor had enough economic capital, he decided to buy out his partner’s share.  

Nestor employed his wife in the shop, and it suddenly became their main source of social connections. 

Nestor has made friends with the suppliers and the logistics contacts in the business. He has also 

 
18 A connected society: a strategy for tackling loneliness: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/a-connected-
society-a-strategy-for-tackling-loneliness 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/a-connected-society-a-strategy-for-tackling-loneliness
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/a-connected-society-a-strategy-for-tackling-loneliness
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established friendship with different clients. Some of them are Spanish speakers – Roberto and Jordi 

who are mainly in his inner circle – but most of them are English speakers located in his external circle, 

except for Norris and David who are in his inner circle (see sociogram in Figure 7, below). Most of his 

friends are married or have partners, which has been useful to establish a closer connection since the 

wives have started to develop ties too.  

 

Figure 7: Sociogram showing Nestor's network in Bristol. Underlined names are English speakers and crosses are alters. 

Nestor has been living in Bristol for four and a half years. During this time, he has developed 36 ties of 

which 10 are strong ties. Most of his ties speak to him in English and just 13 of them do it in Spanish. 

The underlined names are English speakers.  

Nestor’s network has two main sources. One is the cluster of ties that comes from Pete, the English 

teacher that introduced Nestor to his personal network which includes Pete’s wife Sally, Ursula, Alan, 

Aziz, Paula and Amanda.  

“Pete and Sally have helped me to feel like I belong, because for someone like me who 

didn’t have any relationships with English people, and with a poor level of English, it 
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has been good to find myself, a couple of months later, becoming part of his 

celebrations… Later we started to take English lessons with Pete at home. He had 

many other students, but we were the only ones invited to his celebrations. And I also 

have a very good relationship with his wife. It was a lucky strike to find two English 

natives willing to open their doors to us. This helped us a lot to feel integrated and to 

understand people’s idiosyncrasies in Bristol.” 

Pete, Nestor, and their wives have also travelled together; they keep in contact frequently and Nestor 

feels valued by Pete and Sally. Pete invited Nestor to several celebrations at his place and they 

developed a close relationship to the point they have celebrated their birthday together at Pete’s 

place.  

“Before going to Pete’s house, I was preparing the dialogues in my mind, in the 

morning I was already thinking about the topics I was going to discuss at the party. I 

tried to direct all the conversations to be able to understand the topic. It was much 

easier to talk to Sally, who didn’t speak English well, but after the birthday was over, I 

ended up with a headache.” 

Nestor was still learning English when he was invited to Pete’s birthday, but he wanted to be part of 

that group and knew that finding welcoming people that were willing to include them in their social 

group despite his difficulties with English was an unusual opportunity. That is why Nestor was 

preparing the topics he wanted to talk about, to be able to recite the sentences he knew in English 

and to not feel lost with the answers. Sally, Pete’s wife, had also been learning English; that might in 

part explain the patience and openness Pete had with Nestor and his wife. Pete and Nestor’s 

friendship can be understood using the concept that integration is a two-way process (Castles et al. 

2001; Hellgren 2015). 

Nestor’s studio flat was too small to organise meet ups with friends. Pete organised three other big 

meet ups with friends at his place and on these occasions, Nestor had the chance to establish 

connections with some of Pete’s friends, but they did not become strong ties. 

“We joined Pete and his wife’s group of friends, and every three months we organised 

a party at his place, and this is where I met them, but I only see them at the parties. I 

don’t have the phone number of most of them, I don’t even know most of their names 

because I give them all nicknames because they all look the same.” 

The second source of ties is not a cluster of ties, it is the shop. Nestor owns and runs a shop that has 

become a site of socialization. Through the shop he has been able to develop ties with a diverse group 
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of people. However as they do not have ties between themselves, there is not a community that can 

recognise itself and that could become a source of social capital for its members, since mutual 

recognition and the recognition of group membership are key elements to reproduce social capital 

(Bourdieu 2002). However, Nestor has found important ties through it; one of them is Roberto.  

Roberto is a regular client and now a close friend. The third time he went to the shop Nestor told him 

that his health was deteriorating. Roberto, who is Spanish and had been living in Bristol for more than 

20 years decided to offer help. 

“I wasn’t sure who was going to lead the surgery, I didn’t know the rules, I didn’t know 

whether it was OK to get in contact with the surgeon and, I didn’t know the language. 

So, I ask Roberto ‘do you know how I can email him (surgeon)?’. Roberto wrote the 

email for me and put his own mobile phone to receive the phone call from the surgery... 

the day of the intervention he drove me and my wife to the hospital, they had breakfast 

together while I was undergoing surgery and once everything was over, he drove me 

home. After that we started to go out often and met new people through him, it has 

been a good experience…” 

Nestor’s story shows how he has transferred economic capital into cultural and social capital in 

different ways and how economic capital with the help of cultural brokers and social connections has 

been the key driver of Nestor’s integration. 

The most salient transfer of economic capital into cultural capital has been the purchase of a course 

at the language school, which allowed him to develop ties with one of the teachers at the language 

school and has helped to improve his language skills. His economic capital has also given him free 

time; since he did not need to work to pay for his expenses, he was able to spend mornings on the 

Downs talking to people to put into practice what he was learning at his language course. Another 

capital transfer that has affected his socializing has been the studio flat in Clifton and the lack of space 

to invite people, this has limited his ability to organise his own meet ups with friends, and to generate 

ties among them. Instead, Nestor has been part of Pete’s network of friends.  

Housing serves as potential means to support the process of integration (Ager and Strang 2008) and 

having a place to live has given him the peace of mind and sense of stability almost from the beginning 

of his arrival. Nestor has also reproduced his economic capital through the buyout of the business. 

This allowed him to meet new people and develop new ties in the city with both Spanish and English 

speakers. Their family business has become the centre for their economic to social capital transfer and 

for the reproduction of  what Sanders and Nee (1996) identified as family social capital. Furthermore, 
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the constant interaction with English speakers has helped Nestor understand the nuances of British 

manners and behaviours through daily interactions and Pete’s cultural brokerage. 

In Nestor’s story of arrival and settling in, economic capital was the main resource used to establish 

his and his wife’s life in Bristol. The ties he has developed have also been mainly related to the capital 

transfers into cultural and social capital; arguably he has bought a place in the city from which he 

started to develop social connections. 

Nestor has not experienced any hostility; he feels comfortable living in Bristol and thinks he has made 

a place for himself in the city: 

“I feel as integrated as when I was working in Madrid. I feel supported, once we 

experienced a violent act outside of the shop and the next day one of our neighbours 

brought us flowers. I feel very comfortable here, I have come here to contribute, people 

accept me, I’ve been a godfather and the best man in a wedding.” 

Nestor thinks about staying here but he is also open to returning to Spain. He has developed social 

connections in the city, mainly ties rather than networks, and has used his capitals to make a space 

for him and his wife in the city however, after living in Bristol for four and a half years he has not 

developed a strong sense of belonging. 

“Today, Bristol is my home but tomorrow I don’t know. My mother is an older person 

and if she or my wife’s parents need us, I will need to go back. Or if Brexit happens and 

all the tariffs go up people will not pay our prices and if later in the short term an 

economic crisis occurs, then we will go.” 

Nestor’s sociogram shows that the ties he has developed are not very diverse, his social life is limited 

to the daily interactions in the shop that are not long or constant enough to develop meaningful ties, 

the flat in which he is living does not allow him to invite his own friends to spend time with him and 

most of his access to native networks relies only on one social broker. He has some Spanish speaking 

friends, but these alters, or ties, do not have any connections between themselves.  Furthermore, the 

uncertainty triggered by Brexit has made him think about the possibility of going back to Spain since 

the economic impact would be unbearable for his business and the economic capital which has been 

the main driver of his integration. 

4.4  JUANSE: MIGRATING TO START A BUSINESS NOT TO MAKE FRIENDS 

Juanse is a postgraduate in his mid-30s, from the Canary Islands, who works as an accountant for a 

Bristol-based firm. He has been living in Bristol for over two years, but this is not the first time he has 
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lived abroad. Before coming to Bristol, he was in Germany learning the language, and a couple of years 

before travelling to Germany he learned English in a small English town.  

Juanse has taken different opportunities to live abroad, but he has lived in the Canary Islands for most 

of his life. He had a job when he left his town to come to Bristol. He was not escaping the financial 

crisis as much as looking for an environment suitable for a start-up company. He wanted to leave Spain 

to create his own business because the Canary Islands were unsuitable for the type of idea he had in 

mind. 

“It isn’t possible to create a start-up there19, the corruption levels are such that is not 

possible to create anything new without having the favour of the local authorities, 

many politicians have ended up in jail because of the corruption and that’s why I don’t 

see any future for me there.” 

4.4.1 Looking for a place to grow 

Juanse came to the United Kingdom not only because Bristol offered him better opportunities to 

develop his business idea, but also because he wanted to leave behind the mentality he experienced 

in Spain towards ambitious and driven people. 

“I was working at a company that everybody knows around the world. After working 

there for three days I realized this multinational couldn’t offer me any opportunities, 

because the only promotion available was my boss’ position. At the time I was also 

doing a MSc and my colleagues were saying I wanted to take my boss’ position, and I 

said to them, ‘no, I want to take the General Manager role’. The Spanish mentality is 

so negative - people see you as a threat if you want to develop your career.” 

Juanse is a highly skilled professional who could not find opportunities on the island that matched his 

expectations of salary and development. He, as many other young Spaniards, has left his home country 

because of the effects of the recession on the size and conditions of the job market (Domínguez-

Mujica et al. 2016), but also because he was able to control his current and future prospects as he had 

enough capitals to move and settle abroad (Bygnes 2017). 

The lack of a start-up friendly environment, and the mentality of his colleagues, pushed him to leave 

the Canary Islands but did not make him choose Bristol. He came to Bristol where Eduardo and Mario, 

his best friends from high school, had been living for 7 years. Friends, family and social connections at 

the place of destination are a known influence for chain migration (Haug 2008). 

 
19 Name of the region not included to protect the interviewee’s anonymity. 
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Both friends told Juanse to come to Bristol because it is a big city with lots of activities and events. The 

city has an international airport, and it is much cheaper than Bath where one of his friends used to 

live. Furthermore, big accounting firms are based in Bristol which it made easier for Juanse to find a 

job matching his qualifications. 

Juanse’s closest ties and start up partners are Eduardo, an engineer who lives in Bristol and Mario, an 

industrial designer who used to work as a waiter. Mario moved back to Spain, which means Juanse 

only has one close tie left in Bristol (see Juanse’s sociogram in Error! Reference source not found. b

elow). The third partner in the start-up is Antonio – Eduardo’s friend – who originally had a business 

idea that evolved into the current project. The start-up idea has been developed using the skills of 

each of its members and Juanse’s economic capital and industrial expertise. 

Even though Juanse had two close friends living in Bristol, he did not stay with either of them when 

he arrived in the city. Instead, he rented an Airbnb flat for two months while he was searching for a 

job and a permanent place to live. He did not want to live in a hostel because: 

“When I was at the Airbnb I saw a lot of people going to the hostels for two to three 

months to do networking, but I didn’t need it.” 

Juanse had enough economic capital to avoid the hostel route and like Violeta and Nestor he did not 

feel that meeting people at the hostel would be beneficial for his life in Bristol. Other interviewees in 

this research who chose to live in hostels on arrival did not do so as a way of networking. Rather, their 

choice was a result of their lack of networks in the city and very limited economic capital to afford the 

costs of renting a flat straight away, as can be seen in Miriam’s case in section 5.3 .  

Juanse, on the other hand, was able to rent a flat for two months through the Airbnb site, which meant 

he could devote his time to other aspects of the arrival and settling in Bristol. He knew the settling 

process might take most of his time; finding a job without having professional networks in Bristol was 

one of the difficulties he considered before renting the Airbnb flat. He was able to foresee this because 

of his previous experiences living abroad. 

“Throughout the two months I was house hunting, I requested a National Insurance 

Number and searched for jobs. Once I got a job, I started to look for a home – because 

if you want to rent a place you first need to have a work contract. Once I got a 

permanent place to live, I quit my job because the guy was taking advantage of me -

renewing my contract week by week... and I already had a place to live and said to 

myself ‘I don't need this job, what I want is to make my company work!’.” 
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Juanse used the work contract to access accommodation because he knew it was difficult to find a 

place to live without it. Once he got the tenancy agreement, he left his job because he felt he was 

being taking advantage of but also because he did not need to have a job to live in the UK. 

Furthermore, he was able to take these small steps to settle in because he had the security of having 

a place to live for two months and enough savings to face any uncertainty. His economic capital helped 

him to not make rushed decisions which also gave him the ability to plan, providing him stability and 

control over the settling process. 

4.4.2 Running out of savings 

Throughout the next 18 months Juanse focused on creating his entrepreneurship and developing his 

business with his friends. They set up their business in Bristol, distributed responsibilities, externalised 

some of their needs and started to design prototypes of the product. During this time Juanse did not 

have any significant contact with people who were not involved in the project. After 18 months of 

focusing on the business and living off his savings, Juanse started to look for a job. 

“When I was going to the job interviews, they (interviewers) were a little bit surprised 

and they asked me ‘what do you do to live here?, do you live with your family?’ and I 

was telling them I had savings and that I was living on my own, and the people were 

astonished to know I hadn’t had a job for so long.” 

At the beginning Juanse did not apply for jobs because he thought an employer would not hire 

someone who already has a business, as they might leave the job once the business starts doing well. 

Nonetheless, Juanse spoke to a recruiter, and she told him to include the information on his CV 

because it would explain why he has been able to live here without having a job. After modifying his 

CV, Juanse got a job as an accountant and kept working on his start-up during his spare time. 

“I used to wake up at 6am, and at 6.45am I was connected to Skype talking to a guy 

in Singapore who was managing some things for the business, after chatting with him 

I was going to work. I was coming back from work without having dinner and the guy 

from Singapore already had sent us some tasks to do. I didn’t cook for two months. I 

was buying whatever was available because I didn’t have any time to cook. I was 

working until 10.30 or 11pm before going to sleep and then over the weekend I was 

working the whole day.”  

Juanse was investing his economic capital and all his spare time in the business he was trying to set 

up. He did not have time available after work or any time during the weekends to invest in anything 

else or socialize. Juanse was not meeting any new people, nor was he interested in recreational 
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activities or spending time with his flatmates. His only social contacts in Bristol were his partners in 

the business, other people related to the business, sporadically his flatmates and with his work-

colleagues just at the office.   

“My flatmates were telling me I was spending too much time alone in my room and I 

told them I was working but they didn’t believe me. I understand the typical person 

wants a nice little job, a nice salary, a mortgage, a partner, but I want to be in the 

0.0001% at the top. I understand that to reach such a goal I need to make sacrifices.” 

Knowing the savings were being eaten into by the business and his living costs, he felt forced to work 

harder. His attitude towards work created a barrier between him and his social environment. He also 

tried to avoid contact with other Spaniards because the conversations tended to become 

uncomfortable for him. 

“These people (other Spaniards) say ‘I came to learn English, I came to work, what 

have you come for?’ and I say to them I came here to start my own company... so this 

was uncomfortable.”  

Being aware of the differential of capitals with other Spaniards made him feel uncomfortable. In the 

online forums20 is possible to see how random people react negatively to certain class discourses, 

especially when wealth is being shown off. Juanse was aware he had a privileged social location in 

relation to other Spanish people living in Bristol, and he was trying to avoid any resentment coming 

from people in a disadvantaged social location. However, from his comfortable perspective he was 

blind to some of the difficulties other Spaniards were facing. 

“I have never felt sad since I’ve been here. I remember my first flatmate – who left 

Bristol – I found her crying and I told her ‘you know you’ll be back (home), you have 

only come here for two years’. I also had a friend from the University who went to 

Germany as an Erasmus and she spent 4 months crying because she wanted to go back 

home (Canary Islands). I can’t understand these types of people, I can’t deal with 

them.” 

Juanse had a job in his field of expertise before he left Spain to come to Bristol. Since he arrived, he 

had been using his savings to live but also to invest in the company he has created. He is very invested 

in the project to the point he needs a 9 to 5 job to keep living in Bristol and funding the project. He 

had also received some support from his family which are the strongest ties he has but outside of 

Bristol. He has transferred the economic help from his family to his life expenses and to a project that 

 
20 Españoles en Bristol and Bristoleños mainly. 
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has not helped him to reproduce his economic capital or create new social connections for him. 

Therefore, Juanse feels he has a lot at stake in comparison to other Spaniards that came here with 

very little and have not committed as much as he has. 

“Some people here have told me ‘you are very negative, a pessimist’, and I have replied 

‘I had a job in Spain, I was the only half-wit with a job in what I’ve have studied, and I 

left it to go for the adventure and to spend all my savings on it’.” 

4.4.3 Feeling integrated without social connections 

In his conversion section, Bourdieu (2002) describes how the capitals are transferred from one state 

to another through the labour-time equivalence. Juanse has used most of his labour-time and has 

transferred his economic capital into his project. While this is in line with pre-migration goals Juanse 

set, it has resulted in the creation of very few ties in Bristol and no access to any networks, meaning 

he has isolated himself. 

“I came here with the prejudice that many of the people I would meet here would just 

be passing through and I won’t see them again. Hence, I haven’t worried very much 

about socializing… I sincerely haven’t tried to build a social network, it may be because 

of my personality, I don’t ask for favours from anyone if I can do it myself… My social 

circle here is not very big, but I haven’t needed it either.” 

Juanse does not have friends to go out with and the people he normally sees during the day are his 

work colleagues, which whom he has a competitive relationship that does not go beyond the office. 

“We are five colleagues in my team, we all started working at the same time, the office 

is very big, and I’ve been there since October (six months have passed) and nobody has 

said ‘let’s all go to have dinner together’. But that’s OK because I am not that kind of 

person anyway.” 
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Figure 8: Sociogram showing Juanse's network. The names underlined are English speakers. Crosses represent alters. 

After living for 25 months in Bristol, Juanse has developed 22 ties. From the 2 close or strong ties he 

has in his inner circle of friends, only Eduardo is still in Bristol. Mario is back in the Canary Islands, 

which leaves Juanse with a very limited support network in Bristol.  

Ella, Lydia, Eduardo, Mario, and Antonio are the ties from the start-up cluster. In his middle circle he 

has Antonio, one of his start-up colleagues and Eduardo’s friend. It could be said that the start-up 

cluster does not have a function beyond its business purpose. Nestor’s story showed how owning and 

running a business allowed him to develop meaningful ties in the city, however this is not the case for 

Juanse. Ella and Lydia are not partners of the business and just play a technical role within the cluster 

of ties. 

Benja is Juanse’s hairdresser and has introduced him to Rafa and Mateo. The four of them have played 

poker together a couple of times. Juanse’s tie with Benja is a weak tie that has only helped him to have 

access to Benja’s network sporadically. However, when Benja has needed help with his business 
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Juanse has invested labour-time in giving him free help and advice on how to do his accountancy. This 

small conversion in social capital, that Juanse felt compelled to provide for free, could have been a 

sign of gratitude and recognition for being introduced to Benja’s network. 

Juanse has two flatmates, Charlotte and Breno, but they barely socialise since Juanse tends to isolate 

himself to work on his business. Charlotte is the only tie in his network that is not work-related and 

speaks English. Most of Juanse’s network, 15 of 22 ties, are native Spanish speakers. However, Juanse 

has not been able to develop a closer friendship with Charlotte because of their different working 

hours. 

Marie, Rachel, Rob, and Claudia are the colleagues that have not invited him to go out but are the 

people he spends most of his time daily. They can be identified as the accountant cluster, however 

due to the external position in the sociogram it is very unlikely that they will be able to provide Juanse 

with support or access to information and resources. 

Juanse is aware of his lack of social ties and felt nervous and doubtful filling in the sociogram. He tried 

to justify several times – without being asked – the reason behind his limited social life. However, he 

felt integrated in Bristol. He has found the people in Bristol have been very open and welcoming, and 

in the Brexit referendum the city voted remain which is an important issue for him.  

“I was more or less fine; I came with economic support, so I didn’t need to work. I came 

with a clear objective, a Spanish guy who comes here to start its own business. I 

understand that maybe some other people that you have interviewed have felt out of 

place when they have arrived here… I have never felt excluded in this city, it could be 

because of my background, it could be that I am used to seeing English people every 

day and I’ve worked facing the public serving English people before.” 

When Juanse talks about his background he means the previous experiences of living abroad, having 

savings and being able to speak the language which is an advantage over many other Spaniards coming 

to Bristol with the aim of learning English while they are living in the city. Juanse also comes from a 

very touristy area where people from United Kingdom visit all year round, therefore he is used to 

interacting with people from other countries and English people specifically. 

After living in Bristol for over two years, Juanse does not have relevant social ties or networks in the 

city. He has used his economic capital to live in Bristol, and although it has not helped him to develop 

a richer network, that was never his goal. He does not think he need strong ties in Bristol or any help 

or support from anybody since he is an independent individual that can deal with difficulties by 

himself. He has not developed an intimate or romantic relationship with anyone. However, he feels 
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integrated in Bristol. This situation is distinctive as this research starts with the premise that social 

connections through dyadic ties and networks are related to social integration. How can someone 

with few ties, that has focused on reproducing his economic capital solely through his cultural capital, 

feel integrated? The answer to this question comes from Juanse’s own interpretation. He can do most 

of the things he wants to do in the city, despite of the lack of ties and the co-national configuration of 

his network. Juanse feels integrated in the city because he has been able to achieve his pre-migration 

goal of creating his own business in Bristol. Furthermore, the certainty the city provides for his 

business and the welcoming response to Europeans (based on the referendum of 2016 result), has 

made him believe that he could make his life in Bristol. 

4.5  CONCLUSION 

This chapter provides insight into the way Spanish migrants who have large quantities of economic 

capital mobilise it to develop connections and socially integrate. There are five distinct themes that 

come from the stories of Violeta, Nestor and Juanse: migration planning, finding accommodation, 

avoiding ties with Spaniards in a lower social location, trying to develop ties with locals and achieving 

pre-migration goals. 

Migration planning did not seem to be important for Violeta and Nestor. Both allowed weak ties and 

randomness to justify their decision to come to Bristol. Juanse had more clarity around the reasons 

why Bristol was a better place than the Canary Islands.  

The three of them were able to fall back on their economic capital in the absence of drawing on 

support from their dyadic ties and networks. If something unexpected happened, they would have 

been able to rely on their savings or family back in Spain. While Violeta and Juanse had ties in Bristol 

that could have helped them with their settling in, they only used those ties to gather information. 

Finding accommodation was another objective that was facilitated by economic capital. Violeta was 

able to move immediately from the hostel to the hotel, which allowed her to meet some of its staff 

and eventually land her first job there. In this case social location gave her access to opportunities.  

This section has highlighted the importance of economic capital to start a life abroad, and the security 

it provides to fall back on when things do not go well. The three interviewees relied heavily on their 

economic capital to start their life in Bristol, by renting a hotel room, starting a business and by paying 

6 months of deposit in an affluent area of Bristol. 
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The three of them stated they were not economic migrants; it seemed that they wanted to establish 

a distance between them and the Spaniards that came to the UK in need of employment. Their reasons 

were related to improving their lifestyles. 

Violeta and Nestor were on a quest to establish ties with locals. They wanted to develop networks in 

the city but were not willing to include people from the south of Spain. Having locals within their 

networks might have been a sign of status, since these connections were more easily available to 

migrants who spoke the language and understood the culture. Furthermore, being bilingual in Spain 

is associated to being upper and middle class. 

Their overreliance on their economic capital impacted on their networks. The three of them were 

aware of their advantageous social location as a result of their economic capital and avoided contact 

with Spaniards from the south, one of the most deprived regions with almost 60% youth 

unemployment (Ricardo Manuel and Encarnación 2019). One of the cases provided a strong story of 

political and identity conflicts between the Basque country and Spain to justify avoiding non-Basque 

people. In the other two cases, one coming from the south of Spain and the other one from the Canary 

Islands, there was no justification of the reticence towards developing ties with fellow Spaniards. 

However, this approach to selecting co-national ties may have been a way to protect themselves from 

support requests from people they suspected may not be in the position to provide reciprocity.  

Juanse did not use his economic capital to develop social connections, in fact he actively rejected the 

attempts from his flatmates to include him in the house social activities. He was unwilling to put the 

effort in to developing ties and this was registered by flatmates and co-workers that ended up 

excluding him. There was a one-way integration attempt that Juanse rejected. When Juanse is asked 

about whether he feels integrated, he did not feel comfortable with the question and instead focuses 

on feeling good for achieving his pre-migration goal of starting a business. 

Nestor did not have ties in Bristol but was able to secure accommodation through an estate agent 

who used to be married to a Spaniard. The agent acted as a cultural broker, mediating between 

Nestor’s poor English and the agency to secure a flat for him and his wife without Nestor having a job 

in Bristol. Moving to an affluent area of the city did not help him to access a specific network, however 

he was living near one of the biggest parks in Bristol, where many retired people go for a morning 

walk. Nestor seized the opportunity to practice his English with retirees, who happily talked back to 

him. They had free time to talk but not to socially engage beyond that because of the language barrier, 

which was one of Nestor’s main barriers to developing networks (Home Office 2006). When asked 

about social integration, Nestor feels uncomfortable about the topic and with his limited social life. 

The few ties he developed in more than four and a half years are his clients who he cannot name in 
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full. In this case, Nestor tries to develop ties, but the lack of language competency becomes a barrier 

for him. Nestor’s closest friends were his Spanish speaking ties and a couple of hispanophile natives. 

Because of the small size of his network, it was very important for Nestor to try and keep those English-

speaking relationships alive. 

Violeta and Nestor wanted to develop ties with natives. Violeta achieved those ties with her work 

colleagues, university friends, and flat mates. She was exposed to more diverse sites of socialization 

and that is reflected in the 68 ties she developed after living in Bristol for more than 3 years. Nestor, 

after living in Bristol for more than four and a half years developed just 36 ties. Asked about 

integration, Violeta stated that she started to feel integrated when she was included in Penny’s 

network who acted as a vertical weak tie. Then Violeta started to spend her spare time with people 

from Penny’s network. Penny, initially a weak tie became a strong tie and included Violeta in her 

network. Penny who was one of the first friends Violeta made in Bristol was only able to meet her 

because she moved to the hotel after the bad experience at the hostel. This would not have been 

possible without her economic capital. 

In this chapter, some additional factors in developing connections not considered in the literature 

review were highlighted. These are the importance of pre-migration goals that can shape the 

integration outcomes (Juanse), the ethnic divisions and stratification of the country of origin which 

may be imported (Violeta); the existence of cultural brokers that can mediate local idiosyncrasies; and 

social brokers who can provide access to networks (Violeta) and are evidence of the two-way process 

which is integration.  
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5 CULTURAL AND SOCIAL CAPITAL CONVERSIONS 

5.1  INTRODUCTION 

The previous chapter focused on the economic capital migrants bring with them and how mobilising 

it helped them to acquire a better social location over time, develop networks, and achieve pre-

migration goals, which led them to different social integration outcomes. This chapter instead will 

focus on the conversions of less quantifiable capitals and the integration outcomes related to them.  

Bourdieu (2002) defined two forms of non-economic and disinterested exchanges: social capital, 

which is the ability to mobilise resources within an individual’s network, and cultural capital, which 

exists in the embodied state, the objectified state and in the institutionalized state (Bourdieu 2000). 

Migrants travel with more than a bank account and their motivations: they bring with them a set of 

knowledge, networks, skills, tastes and embodied dispositions (Erel 2010; Garip 2008; Nohl et al. 2006; 

Ryan 2011; Ryan et al. 2015b) that shape their pathway to social integration. Therefore the context of 

a person who is migrating is as important as the resources they bring to understand their trajectories 

(Bourdieu and Wacquant 2000) to social integration. The embodied cultural capital becomes a sign 

recognised by others who are familiar with such embodiment, which could open doors for its 

possessors. Newly acquired institutional capital in the form of a master’s degree can provide access 

to the local job market, while objectified cultural capital can be a point of encounter for individuals 

with similar tastes. Social capital can instead be mobilized through the social connections (ties plus 

networks) to have access to information and opportunities relevant to the newcomer. 

Social capital and cultural capital do not act alone in the stories discussed in this section; migrants will 

also need access to networks. These networks could be old, circumstantial, co-nationals, natives or 

new ones based on the mobilization of their capitals. Some of the ties in the network could provide 

access to new opportunities, social networks or emotional support. 

This chapter will focus on the stories of Yolanda, Miriam and Adrian. Yolanda came to Bristol to 

improve her employability in Spain, made conscious decisions about the ties she was going to develop, 

and used her contacts to get information about opportunities available for her in the city. Miriam 

arrived in Bristol with almost no money or ties to help her out but ended up building several strong 

ties in Bristol. Finally, Adrian is a young professional that left his job back in Spain to experience living 

abroad and found many barriers to developing ties with natives that he had not anticipated. These 

three stories will explore how capital conversions and their mobilisation through networks can allow 

migrants to achieve different forms of social integration. 
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5.2  YOLANDA: HOME IS BRISTOL AND BARCELONA 

Yolanda is a university postgraduate from Catalonia who has been living in Bristol for over 4 years. 

Before arriving in Bristol, she worked as an accountant in a Barcelona-based company, but she was 

not enjoying it. Yolanda is one of the young and highly qualified migrants coming to the United 

Kingdom (Jendrissek 2016); she already had a degree in Administration and Business Management 

and wanted to do a one-year MSc in Events Management. However, she couldn´t find one in Spain; 

most of the programmes she was interested in lasted two years. She thought that doing the MSc in 

the United Kingdom would make her CV more attractive for Spanish employers, since bilingual 

professionals are highly valued in Spain. Knowing English as a second language could provide access 

to better job opportunities and help her to secure a middle-class status (Stevens et al., 2006) back in 

Spain. 

5.2.1 Between Manchester and Bristol 

Yolanda applied to MSc programmes in Manchester and Bristol and was accepted in both. She did 

some research about the cities before replying to the offers. All the information she got about 

Manchester from online sources and friends portrayed the area as ‘grey’. Also, Manchester was too 

big for Yolanda’s taste. She shared the information about the MSc offer with her friend Agustina who 

was already living in Cardiff. Agustina told Yolanda that she could move to Bristol if Yolanda decided 

to come to the city.  

Yolanda was already familiar with Bristol because 4 years before she did an English course there, so it 

was not her first time living abroad or trying to invest in her cultural capital.  

The thought of living with one of her best friends - Agustina is in Yolanda’s inner circle - the fact that 

Bristol seemed more attractive than Manchester and that she already liked the city make her choose   

the MSc programme in Bristol. The help provided by kin and friends facilitates migration (Boyd 1989; 

MacDonald and MacDonald 1964) and this was the case for Yolanda; having her friend Agustina in the 

area made the search for accommodation easier while she was still in Catalonia. Agustina went to see 

the houses they both liked, and she agreed the tenancy terms. This was something that Yolanda could 

not have done by herself from Catalonia. In the same way Violeta and Juanse benefited from the 

knowledge that their contacts in Bristol had, Yolanda benefited from Agustina’s knowledge and 

presence in the area. 

Agustina had a friend who told her which areas of Bristol they should avoid for safety reasons, but 

they ended up living in one of those areas. 
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“I moved to an area, and I was told it was a racist place, but I lived near of one of the 

main roads and it was very safe. There was a pub close to my place and the first time 

I went there I was invited for some drinks and then to parties because I was the new 

one in the neighbourhood. Maybe because it is one of Bristol’s most traditional 

neighbourhoods people try to avoid it, but I’ve never had any issues there, people have 

always been very welcoming with me.” 

At the same time, she recalls that her new Polish neighbours who moved in next door to her moved 

out very quickly after their house was painted with messages telling them to leave. Yolanda 

acknowledges that her experience of being welcomed and not experiencing any racism for the two 

years she lived there, was not a shared experience for everyone. 

5.2.2 Working with natives 

The first job Yolanda had in Bristol was in a department store, where she met many natives. She was 

very close to them and felt lucky to be assigned to a department with lots of British people that helped 

her with her language skills. 

“I remember the first time someone asked me for a bum bag, I didn’t know what it 

was. Then an American who heard the conversation said to me “fanny pack” and I 

didn’t know that word either. So, I told a colleague that I didn’t know what they were 

asking for. My colleague told me where they were, came with me and showed me the 

bum bags. I know some people that have worked in that place but now there are a lot 

more people from abroad working there.” 

Yolanda felt very lucky that all her colleagues were natives. She used to have a close relationship with 

some of the girls from the store but after she left the job the connections started to wane to the point 

Yolanda has not seen them for more than two years. However, she developed more stable ties with 

some university friends, Catalonians in Bristol, and new colleagues. 

Yolanda’s social circle has several English natives which is uncommon among the research sample. The 

composition of her inner social circle is not accidental, she made the choice before she arrived in 

Bristol:  

“When I arrived, I made the decision to not have just a group of friends only formed of 

Spaniards, because I came here to study, to do a master’s, but also I wanted to improve 

my English and I knew socializing only with Spaniards my English would not improve. 

Hence, I came with the idea in my head that my social group won’t be only Spaniards.” 



 

110 
 

Though the university course Yolanda met Kath, who became an acquaintance and then her friend. 

Kath has helped Yolanda to find better opportunities. Yolanda was working in a department store, but 

she wanted to do something related to the MSc in Events Management that she was studying, when 

she heard that Kath had found a new job at cultural centre in Bristol. They talked about it and when 

there was a vacancy Kath alerted Yolanda to it, and she applied. Since then, she has been working in 

the same place but has moved upward in the hierarchy of the cultural centre. Furthermore the 

friendship between Kath and Yolanda has moved from being an acquaintance to the inner circle of 

friends; this reflects the finding that people that get to know each other better and for a long time 

end up developing strong ties (Granovetter 1973). The exchange of information that benefited 

Yolanda created a social debt (Lin 1999) of gratitude that has helped them to get to know each other 

better. 

5.2.3 Impact of regional identity on the search for ties 

Yolanda used to be a member of the online community Españoles en Bristol (Spaniards in Bristol), only 

using it to buy goods offered by members and to ask questions about settling in. She left the 

community because she was tired of seeing people fighting online and reading the same questions 

from members asking for job offers or searching for a room to rent. She never met anyone from the 

community in person but had some early experiences with Spanish people after her arrival through 

one of her inner-circle friends, Elena. 

Elena was an avid user of Españoles en Bristol and had a group of friends she met through the online 

community. Elena also made friends with other Spanish people living in a popular hostel with the 

newcomers called El Puerto. Elena met people at the hostel, but Yolanda was not very fond of those 

friendships. Instead, Yolanda joined Catalans a Bristol (Catalonians in Bristol) and Catalans UK 

(Catalonians in the United Kingdom).  

Yolanda met people online through the Catalans UK group before her arrival to the UK, but she never 

met them in person because they left Bristol before she arrived21. However, she has participated in 

social activities organised by Catalans a Bristol. The first time she met the members of the community 

was the day of the Catalan independence referendum in 201722. They organised a big meeting with all 

the Catalonians from the community after someone posted in the group ‘if you want to watch the 

referendum you can all come to my place’. Most of them did not know each other; Yolanda knew 

some people, but she decided to go anyway. Since then, they have met twice to celebrate the Diada23, 

 
21 Many users of the online networks keep their membership of them after they leave the city. 
22 The Catalan independence referendum in 2017 polarized Spain between those in favour of independence and those 
against it. 
23 Diada is the name given to the National Day of Catalonia and is annually celebrated on the 11th of September. 
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and some other times just to have a drink. She met Carles and Estel through these events and they 

are now in her outer circle of friends (see sociogram in Error! Reference source not found.below). 

 

Figure 9: Sociogram showing Yolanda's network. Triangles are Catalonian ties; asterisk are Spanish ties and hyphen are 

English speakers. 

Catalans a Bristol24  is a small community of just 650 members whereas Españoles in Bristol has 

24,71925 members. The sense of a smaller community could have made Yolanda more willing to meet 

with Catalonians without being worried about not putting her English into practice. However, it is 

possible that the decision to develop ties with fellow Catalonians was directly related to the 

polarization about independence rather than pre-migration goals, since she met them the day of the 

referendum and not before it. 

Yolanda has been living in Bristol for over four and a half years and has improved her English skills to 

a good level working in the cultural sector. Her social circle is mainly constituted of English speakers 

and Catalonians. During the interview she highlighted the difference between the Spanish and the 

 
24 Facebook group address: https://www.facebook.com/groups/CatalansBristol/. 
25 Members number for both groups were updated on the 24th of March 2020. 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/CatalansBristol/
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Catalonian group. She identified the Catalonians in her social circles with a triangle (12 in total), the 

English people with a hyphen (29 in total) and the Spanish people with an asterisk (6 in total). There 

are more strong ties with Spanish speakers in her inner circle than with Catalonians, but overall 

English-speaking ties are more dominant which is in line with her pre-migration goals in terms of 

building connections. 

Yolanda’s sociogram has 6 clusters of ties on it: the animal centre (one of her first jobs in Bristol), the 

Catalonians in Bristol, Jenny’s ties, the festival, the cultural centre, and flatmates. This number of alters 

and the diversity of them help to disseminate information, protect networks from damage and 

influence decisions (Dover, Goldenberg, and Shapira 2012; Luarn, Yang, and Chiu 2014). 

Yolanda’s Spanish-speaking ties come mainly through other Spaniards who worked at the animal 

centre with her. Examples include Elena, Raul and Soraya who used to work there with her. Inma is a 

close friend of Elena that became friends with Yolanda, reflecting the finding that “those linked by 

strong ties tend to share friends too” (Granovetter 1973:1366). The four of them are in Yolanda’s inner 

circle of ties; people tend to be homophilous when strong ties are developed between similar people 

(Borgatti and Lopez-Kidwell 2014). Embodied and objectified versions of cultural capital help people 

to access new social networks (Camenisch and Suter 2019; Wahlbeck and Fortelius 2019) and the 

similarity in this cluster can be attributed to the cultural capital Yolanda and her ties share. 

The Catalonian cluster includes Agustina, Joan, Ona, Pau, Andreu, Julia, Emma, Carles, Eloi, Miquel, 

Aina and Ada. Agustina is Yolanda’s strongest tie, as Yolanda has known Agustina since school. Joan 

and Ona are a couple and Yolanda met them through a mutual friend in Barcelona who put them in 

contact here in Bristol. Pau and Yolanda have known each other since school too, but they were not 

very close. However, when Pau decided to come to Bristol, Yolanda helped him with advice and 

hosting him until he found a job and a place to rent. 

Elena, Joan and Ona live nearby, and they usually meet up. The impact of geographical distance on 

maintaining dyadic ties and networks will be discussed more in the family stories of chapter 6. 

The family cluster includes Jenny who is Yolanda’s partner, John and Eloise who are Jenny’s parents 

and Tom and Ed who are her siblings. They have become Yolanda’s family and the people that are 

available to provide immediate help to Yolanda in Bristol. Through Jenny she met Sally and Josh who 

are part of her friendship group too. 

Yolanda’s manager Grace, and Javiera who is a work colleague are both in Yolanda’s inner circle of 

ties. When Yolanda’s brother passed away, Javiera answered Yolanda’s call at 3am, took a taxi and 

spent the whole morning with Yolanda until she caught a plane to Barcelona the next day. Such a 
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situation is what Bourdieu described as time and effort to develop social capital or “labour-time” 

(Bourdieu 2002:25). Since then, Yolanda and Javiera have been very close, moving Javiera to her inner 

circle of friends. Kat, Paloma, and Nat are also work colleagues from the current job at the cultural 

centre and have a good relationship with Yolanda. 

John, Rob, Tim, and Patrick are friends and colleagues from the festival cluster. They work together 

every year at the same festival and normally see each other a couple of times in between the events. 

Sometimes they all go for a drink to catch up with each other, but Yolanda is not as close to them as 

she is with Josephine and Danni who are more friends than work colleagues. 

In the four and a half years Yolanda has been in Bristol, she has been able to build a personal network 

with 47 ties, and six clusters that have given her not only immediate support but also access to 

opportunities and belonging to smaller networks. Yolanda did not feel integrated straight away; it took 

a little over a year and half from her arrival to start feeling integrated. 

Yolanda and Violeta (from chapter 4) are almost the same age, 29 and 26 years old respectively, and 

highly qualified professionals; Violeta came to Bristol as a worker but ended up doing a master’s as 

Yolanda did. They both originally had different projects in Bristol, but they ended up with similar 

lifestyles. Both come from middle class families and Yolanda identifies herself as middle class, however 

Violeta identifies as upper-middle class. The similarities are important because the correlation of 

cultural capital with social class is established through social trajectory (Bourdieu 2000). 

They also share a similar annual income and are fluent in English, therefore their social connection 

choices are based on personal preferences rather than necessity. Both come from regions with strong 

national identities – Catalonia and the Basque Country – and this could explain the differentiation they 

have made between Spanish people and the people from their own regions, as well as the class 

distinction of needing to migrate versus choosing to migrate, and the cultural norms Violeta does not 

share with southerners.  

5.2.4 Feeling integrated 

Yolanda started to feel integrated after a year of living in Bristol. When she was studying, she did not 

feel she belonged in Bristol despite the fact she was living in the city. 

“When I started working, I believe in a matter of months of having a stable job, not 

just a survival one, I started to consolidate a friendship group… After a year and a half, 

when I had a more stable life here, when I had a job, a partner and a group of friends 

I started to feel more integrated.” 
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Yolanda’s feeling of belonging came from the stability provided by a full-time contract which is one of 

the markers, and in this case means, of integration (Ager and Strang 2008) and the development of 

social connections through clusters and ties. However, the achievement of these milestones 

(accommodation, master’s, job, social ties) would not have been possible without the social capital 

conversion she made in finding the accommodation through her friend, and the economic conversion 

into cultural capital through her master’s that gave her the right qualifications to secure a job at the 

cultural centre job and her knowledge of the English language.  

Yolanda noticed a change in her language that make her feel conscious about the integration process. 

When the time to come back from her holiday in Barcelona arrived, she found herself telling her family 

and friends that she was going back home. And before traveling to Barcelona she was telling her ties 

in Bristol she was going home to Barcelona.  

“When I am talking about home now, I mean Bristol as much as Barcelona. I was 

calling them both home.” 

Yolanda’s cultural capital through her understanding of the English language, has helped her to find 

several jobs, to develop homophile ties and to find co-ethnic ties in the Catalonian community in 

Bristol.  She was able to avoid the deskilling or brain waste typically experienced by migrants through 

Kath, a weak tie that became strong who put her in contact with her current employer and helped her 

to gain stability in Bristol through a regular income. The weak ties found in the Catalonian co-ethnic 

community gave her a tribe in Bristol. Her economic capital enabled her to lessen the loss of her social 

rank or location through the access to a MSc degree paying EU fees, and her partner Jenny became a 

social broker in terms of providing her access to a family in Bristol. The mobilization of all these capitals 

have helped her to develop social connections in Bristol and ultimately feel integrated in her new 

home. 

5.3  MIRIAM: BECOMING THE ENGLISH GIRL 

Miriam is a 32-year-old preschool teacher from a middle-class background, who has been living in 

Bristol for over five years. She comes from a mixed family, of a Spanish father and an English mother. 

Growing up she visited the UK but never lived there. She has an excellent level of English that she 

learned at home listening to her mother.  

Miriam was working as a preschool teacher in Madrid when she decided to move abroad. Everyone in 

her social circle was moving abroad or coming back and she wanted to experience something similar. 

She did not want to stay abroad for a long time. She just wanted to experience living in a different 

country, so she told everyone that after a year she would be back in Madrid.  
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5.3.1 I don’t have anything in common with you 

Miriam came to Bristol with a very fragile economic situation, without knowing anyone but the 

boyfriend she was migrating with. Miriam did not have social ties in Bristol and spent most of her 

money on an unsuccessful migration to Manchester two months before she arrived in Bristol. She did 

not stay in Manchester because her boyfriend, who had a basic level of English, could not understand 

the regional accent. Her mum’s family lived in a small city in the southeast of England, but it was not 

appealing for her. Instead, Miriam was looking for a city as vibrant as Madrid and with an airport to 

be able to visit her family in Spain. 

After the unsuccessful migration Miriam’s plan was to arrive in Bristol in September, and her boyfriend 

would follow her in October. However, during the first month living in Bristol she realized she did not 

want him to come, not because of the relationship – which was going well – but because she 

understood that having a Spanish partner with a basic English level coming to Bristol would be a 

burden for her. 

During the first month Miriam lived in a hostel called Rock and Bowl, and from the start Spaniards 

living there were very welcoming. She was invited to social activities such as group dinners, cooking 

paella, or to walks around Bristol to discover its neighbourhoods. Miriam felt these kind acts of 

friendship and solidarity were an opportunity to not feel alone, nevertheless she rejected the 

invitations because she did not want to become part of the community just two days after arriving in 

Bristol.  

In any act of solidarity a social debt is created which is the expectation of reciprocity (Bourdieu 1986; 

Lin 1999) and is possible Miriam did not want to have such a debt or expectations just after arriving in 

Bristol.  At the same time, people in the hostel realized Miriam was bilingual and they started asking 

her to edit CVs, give free English classes and to translate letters. She felt overwhelmed by so many 

help requests, just when she was trying to settle in Bristol. That is why she decided to withdraw from 

the community.  

“I don’t need to help them, I know they are having a very difficult time, but I told myself 

I am not here for this. This wasn’t my battle, it’s theirs. I didn’t come here to help 

them.” 

Miriam’s ethnicity allowed her to quickly develop ties with the Spanish people at the hostel and feel 

welcomed into the community. Some Spaniards at the hostel used the ethnic proximity to request 

help from her. Portes and Landolt (2000) identified situations such as these as producing negative 

social capital  for the individual receiving the help requests, since the labour-time put into satisfying 
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those demands will affect her ability to use her resources for a different purpose. Furthermore, these 

types of bonds were not offering her a homogeneous relationship due to the vertical distance between 

Miriam’s relative social location and the individuals requesting help. 

“I know I am generalizing but every Spaniard at the hostel was asking me for favours 

and I understand they were experiencing hardship while trying to integrate and they 

saw me as a bridge or a source of help. I understand that, but nobody wants to feel 

that the only reason they want to meet me is because I can do them a favour.” 

They asked her to translate documents, to call to employment agencies on their behalf, and to go to 

flat viewings to help them to translate between them and the landlord. Even her boyfriend’s friends 

were asking for her help and telling her that because she was bilingual it was not a huge effort for her 

to help them. All these pressures coming from her community made her feel angry with all the people 

asking her for favours just because she was a bilingual co-national. 

Miriam spent almost a month in the hostel. She had a good relationship with the Spanish people living 

there but tried to keep the contact with them limited to hellos and goodbyes. She was trying to avoid 

help requests from them but also, she did not appreciate the way that some of them were starting 

conversations with her in Spanish around English speakers. The creation of social capital happens 

among homogeneous actors, but in Miriam’s case the starting position in relation to the Spanish 

people in the hostel made any eventual tie-creation less homogeneous due to her understanding of 

the language and culture. 

“I was feeling uncomfortable with the people speaking in a language (Spanish) that is 

out of context in front of people who don’t understand it. If I was speaking with an 

Australian in English, Spanish people interrupted me asking me ‘how was your day’, 

‘have you found a flat’, and that made me feel very uncomfortable because I was 

thinking about the Australian person being left out of the conversation. I thought it 

was bad manners and was constantly apologizing (to non-Spanish speakers).” 

Miriam knew interruptions in a middle of a conversation in an English-speaking context could be 

understood as rude or lack of manners. She felt uncomfortable because of the interruptions but it also 

made her try to keep a distance from Spanish speakers. Such understanding of the English cultural 

nuances was learnt as part of being raised by an English mother. The understanding of the language 

as much of the understanding of the cultural nuances were part of her embodied cultural capital. 

The Spanish friendships Miriam developed in Rock and Bowl did not last longer than her stay at the 

hostel. She added some of them on Facebook and on some occasions after she left, she was invited to 
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participate in activities organised by the Spanish people from the hostel, but she never attended any 

of those invitations. 

“I didn’t go because I thought ‘I don’t have anything in common with you’. If we were 

in Madrid, I wouldn’t be your friend. The friendship wasn’t based on how well we got 

on with each other, it was exclusively based on the shared nationality. If I had the 

chance to meet someone who connected with me, the connection would have ended 

in a friendship, but I didn’t know anyone like that.” 

For Miriam, nationality was not enough to develop a tie. She could not connect with other Spaniards 

because they did not share anything in common with her, and she felt taken advantage of and used 

because of her skills. She felt the pressure that initially came from the people at the hostel then 

extended to her boyfriend’s social group. Instead, Miriam made friends with two Australians and a 

Bristolian during her stay at the hostel because they saw her as person and not as bridge; she also 

shared embodied and objectified forms of cultural capital with them through her language skills, 

cultural understanding, and taste. 

5.3.2 I wanted to be known as who I am 

Miriam knew about the online communities because her boyfriend – once he arrived in Bristol – 

participated in Españoles en Bristol, however she did not join them because she had no desire to be 

part of a Spanish community. She wanted to live a Bristolian life, not a Spanish life in Bristol, and 

wanted to meet people with shared interests and compatible personalities rather than meeting 

people because of their shared Spanish nationality. Miriam, like Yolanda and Violeta, made a conscious 

decision from the start. 

“Being bilingual helped me to not have a social barrier, it wasn’t hard for me to make 

friends because of the language. However, there was a culture shock in some things 

because life here is very different to Spain. It was difficult because of my age, because 

of my circumstances rather than being incapable to open conversations with people.” 

Her circumstances were not knowing anyone in the city, coming with a small budget and not having a 

job lined up for her to start on her arrival. She also did not want to go to a pub and sit there talking in 

Spanish. She could not understand why Spaniards in Bristol wanted to maintain their customs and 

kept complaining about “missing my mum’s paella”.  

Just after arriving in Bristol her boyfriend was looking forward to meeting up with other Spaniards. He 

invited her to those meetings which started to create tension within the relationship. She consciously 
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decided to reject the invitations because did not want to go around with the ‘Spaniards’ to discover 

Bristol. She wanted to discover Bristol as an independent individual. 

“I believe it’s a little bit difficult to recognise this, but I didn’t want people to know me 

as Miriam the ‘Spanish’. First, I wanted to be known as who I am. It wasn’t a problem 

to be Spanish; after meeting someone new the topic came up in the conversation 

immediately and I didn’t notice a problem with them knowing I am Spanish. I was 

trying to avoid the label because I’ve been Miriam the ‘English’ my whole life. So, when 

I arrived, I tried to avoid the label of being from another place.” 

Miriam’s mother has made her life in Spain, and because of her background Miriam has always been 

the different one, the English girl for her Spanish friends. Therefore, she tried to avoid being labelled 

as the Spanish woman in Bristol. Miriam wanted her nationality to be a part of her but not her first 

identity and this decision shaped the type of ties she started to develop and put effort into keeping. 

“My whole life my friends have called me Miriam ‘the guiri’26 and sometimes I’ve 

arrived at the pub and the bartender has asked my sister what she wants and 

immediately turned towards me to ask me the same but in English [Miriam has blonde 

hair and blue eyes; her sister has dark hair and eyes]. All my life people have asked my 

sister ‘who is this English woman’. When I arrived here, and my Bristol friends 

introduced me to new people they would say “this is Miriam my Spanish friend” and 

they were surprised.” 

This situation was very comfortable for Miriam. She did not feel a need to explain her origins. She 

knows people are not going to question whether she looks more British than Spanish in every new 

interaction where nobody else needs to explain their origins. This new experience in Bristol of not 

being the different one because of the way she looks felt refreshing to her. 

5.3.3 Social brokers in the workplace 

Miriam realized that being bilingual put her ahead of other Spanish people in the hostel. She did not 

get a job through the community or a friend; instead, she went straight to a recruitment agency where 

she found information about getting a job in Bristol as well as about National Insurance numbers, 

taxes, and contracts. Being bilingual, Miriam had no difficulty explaining herself or being understood 

and after a week of being in the UK she found a job. Miriam’s cultural capital in terms of educational 

attainment and experience allowed her to transform such capital into a salary. Furthermore, Miriam’s 

 
26 Guiri is a colloquial Spanish slur used in Spain applied to foreign tourists, particularly from countries in northern Europe 
or the Anglosphere. Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guiri (Wikipedia 2020). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guiri
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embodied cultural capital help her to find a job in her field of expertise without experiencing any brain 

waste (Parutis, 2014) like many of the Spaniards coming to Bristol with an undergraduate degree but 

a low level of English. 

During the first months in Bristol Miriam experienced difficult times. She only was able to small talk 

with some of her workmates from the preschool; they were sharing the same physical space, but she 

was not doing a lot of socialising outside work. Miriam felt she could not establish a relationship that 

went deeper than a ‘hello’ and a ‘goodbye’. At that time Miriam was living with her Spanish boyfriend, 

who was meeting new people through a co-national tie he had in Bristol, but Miriam felt the 

relationship was ending and did not want to engage too much with her boyfriend’s friends. Six months 

after finding a job, Hayley started to work at the children’s preschool with Miriam.  

“For me Hayley has been the door to most of my social network in Bristol. I didn’t feel 

rooted here until I met her. Hayley is a very open and welcoming person. She 

immediately introduced me to her circle of friends.” 

Hayley is a Bristolian who Mariam helped settle in when she was new at the preschool. They quickly 

became friends and since she grew up in Bristol, she already had long-established native ties in the 

city. They started to socialize outside of work and Hayley introduced Miriam to Eve, one of her closest 

friends. They developed a strong relationship. Eve introduced Miriam to her personal network who 

became Miriam’s friends too.  

Miriam’s internal circle (see Miriam’s sociogram in Figure 10 below) is formed mainly of ties she met 

through Hayley and Eve, some of the friends in the middle and external circle that have been 

introduced to Miriam by Eve. Miriam has had access to Hayley’s network and developed ties with 

Cameron who is Hayley’s partner, Ant and Claudia who are Hayley’s friends, James who was an ex-

colleague of Hayley from a previous job and became Miriam’s boyfriend, Steph and Giles that are not 

in Bristol anymore and Eve. Through Eve, Miriam has met Alan who is her current partner. Eve met 

her boyfriend John who is Miriam’s flatmate. This group of friends is referred to as the Hayley/Eve 

cluster. 

Hayley became Miriam’s social broker and the vertical tie that allowed her to develop more 

meaningful social connections. The social broker role repeats in other stories in this research and 

seems to be one of the key elements that helped some Spaniards to socially integrate.  

Initially Hayley was not a strong tie but with the development of their relationship they became closer. 

As a strong tie, Hayley became a vertical bridge or a ladder (Ryan 2016) that helped migrants such as 
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Miriam to connect with people in a better social location and to have access to resources that would 

not be available without them. 

From Hayley, Miriam has had friendship and access to a network that otherwise would have been 

inaccessible for her. With Eve the relationship has become closer; they have helped each other to 

overcome breakups, have been available to talk, and have travelled together within the UK and 

abroad. 

“When this happened (breakup) I already had this social circle (pointing to the ‘friends’ 

quadrant in the sociogram). Eve is my best friend, I also had other friends that knew 

about the breakup, but Eve was the one who day by day was asking me how I was 

doing, was being patient and gave me a shoulder to cry on.” 

Miriam’s description of her relationship with Eve is consistent with the speed and the type of support 

that strong ties provide to those in need but also is consistent with the type of help available to those 

who have accumulated social capital within their network in the form of labour-time. 

 

Figure 10: Miriam's sociogram. Names with a H within parenthesis are ties developed through Hayley. Crosses represent 

alters. 
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Miriam’s second cluster of ties has been her work colleagues. She has more than 20 workmates but 

has only established a strong tie with Hayley.  However, she maintains good relationships with Anne, 

Lauren, Ellie, and Inga to the point that the first instinct Miriam had was to put their names in the 

friendship quadrant of the sociogram. These relationships at work provide support and comradery in 

terms of organising their duties in the workplace. Anne, Lauren, Ellie and Inga are under Miriam’s 

supervision. They spend 40 hours a week together which has led them to develop a connection, they 

rarely see each other outside of the workplace but they have dinner together once every three 

months.  

“I have a positive relationship with them, I think they respect me, and I respect them 

too. We give each other advice, we tell each other about our personal lives, it isn’t just 

work. We cross the line of what is solely professional to something more personal. 

Anne and Lauren have been at my place with their boyfriends.” 

Miriam has a good connection with her team, and they normally help each other at work. Gaby, 

Deborah and Becca are also connections she has developed from the workplace. Gaby is Miriam’s boss 

and they used to be close friends and go out together before Gaby’s promotion. The relationship 

dynamics changed because of the hierarchy at the school. 

Deborah and Becca are not colleagues, but mums that she has met through work. As part of her role 

in the school she has taken care of their children but has also baby-sat for both, in their homes. She 

has grown closer to Deborah and started talking through a mobile application about their personal 

lives, developing a friendship more than a work relationship. Miriam’s workplace is a sphere in her life 

that has helped her to socially connect with colleagues but also with some of the school clients. 

Miriam’s sociogram above (Figure 10) shows the ties she has developed in the five and a half years 

she has been living in Bristol. In the 37 ties showed in the sociogram, her work colleague Maria is the 

only Spanish national within her network. Maria worked with Miriam every day for five months and 

they had a good relationship, but they have never met outside of work. Miriam sees her as a work 

colleague, and they have spoken in Spanish just once.  

“I remember that I arrived home very excited, and I told my boyfriend, ‘I have spoken 

Spanish for half of an hour’. It was a long time since I had spoken in Spanish and it was 

hard to do it naturally for the first 10 minutes, and I found it exhausting. We spoke for 

half of an hour walking home and it felt weird.” 

Since then, they have kept their relationship in the workplace and Miriam has not included any 

Spaniards within her friendship network.  
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The third cluster of ties in Miriam’s sociogram comprises her flatmates. Chris, Lyn, John and Miriam 

lived together in the same house, it was the first and only place Miriam had lived in since she ended 

the relationship with her Spanish boyfriend. When Chris left the house, Richard moved in and when 

Lyn left, Lena took her place. John and Miriam became close friends and they have been able to 

develop a close tie with Richard and Lena too. Miriam thinks the reason she and John have become 

closer it is not only because of what they have in common but also because of their similar way of 

being. This small group of people has also developed ties with Hayley and Eve’s ties due to the 

homophily between them; this closeness has been reinforced by the romantic relationship between 

Eve and John who also share similar interests and tastes. 

5.3.4 Integration is to have a friend to call here 

Miriam currently feels integrated in Bristol, but the first year living in the city she felt very Spanish to 

an extent she was surprised by – especially around the volume of alcohol consumed and the different 

dinner time.  

“I was having lunch at 12 and dinner at six because I wanted to be integrated to the 

life rhythm of Bristol. But things like this made me feel like a foreigner. The culture of 

small things. But the most important thing was to learn to live with the cold, the first 

year I wore many layers of clothes thinking, ‘how can they go around with their bare 

ankles!’. I thought it was impossible to go outside without wearing four jackets and 

now it’s me who is going around with bare ankles without any problems.” 

For Miriam, getting used to the British schedule, how to dress and behave in social situations took her 

time. Luckily for her the social circle in which she was integrated included many natives that were part 

of her daily life to learn from. In this case she feels integrated because she has changed her habits to 

fit in. Solitude was also difficult for Miriam. 

“It’s difficult to arrive to a city and not to have a friend that you can call and that will 

pick up the phone on the other end of the line” 

Miriam started to feel integrated once she got a social life, she just needed a friend to call in the city. 

“I needed just one person that made me think I had a life here.” 

Social integration is a process that starts step by step in which migrants like Miriam need to find a 

place to live, get a job and income, understand the culture and the language and develop connections. 

“Becoming an accepted part of the society” (Penninx 2005:141) started in Miriam’s case by having 

someone that is going to pick up the phone when she calls. As soon as Miriam the Spanish became 

Miriam the English, a conscious decision, she stopped being the other. This transition did not take her 
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a long time, because both identities were available in her “treasure chest” and were deployed through 

her cultural capital in the form of language skills, and knowledge about the customs and lifestyles (Erel 

2010:649).  

5.4  ADRIAN: IT HAS BEEN IMPOSSIBLE TO MAKE ENGLISH FRIENDS 

Adrian is in his early 30s and has been living in Bristol for over two years. He travelled from Seville and 

has a middle-class family. He studied communications at university and had a job in the 

communications field before deciding to come to the UK. He left Spain because he felt the need to 

experience living abroad after having had the opportunity to do so through the Erasmus Mundus 

scholarship scheme as an undergraduate.  

5.4.1 Learning the language 

Adrian travelled to London several times and was in Bristol just for a weekend visiting Teo – a friend 

he knew from Seville – before deciding to move to the southwest. He had more friends living in London 

than in Bristol but wanted to avoid London because it was too big, which could have made commuting 

become a significant part of his working day. Furthermore, London prices made the city less 

affordable, another reason to avoid it as his savings were limited. Adrian also compared the job 

opportunities available in London and Bristol. London was more attractive, but he ended up travelling 

to Bristol because it seemed cheaper than London. From Adrian’s perspective it was also easier to 

start a new life in a smaller place for someone coming from a small town like him.  

Before coming to Bristol, Adrian did some research to find out what the first steps were to open a 

bank account, get a National Insurance Number and get a phone number. He found most of the 

information on the Bristoleños website, and the information he could not find there was provided by 

Teo. He also read that a hostel could be an option for the accommodation in Bristol. However, Adrian 

didn´t want to live in a hostel like many other Spaniards. 

“I wasn’t very keen on the idea (of living in a hostel). I know it’s a good way to meet 

new people and form a group of friends. But I wasn’t interested. I wanted something 

more concrete and stable. I didn’t want to spend a lot of time thinking about a place 

to live. I wanted to focus my time on searching for a job and finding English lessons.” 

Adrian not only looked at the benefits of Bristol over London, but also considered he only had a month 

and a half of savings to live in the UK, which led him to take up the offer from his close friend Teo to 

stay in his spare room. Teo’s offer helped Adrian to make the decision to avoid the hostel route and 

to focus his limited savings on English lessons. 
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Adrian was determined to avoid Spanish people to not be stuck speaking in Spanish all the time. He 

tried to meet people to speak English to, to improve his language skills. When Adrian arrived in Bristol, 

he started an English course at the City of Bristol college. Back then, he was the only Spaniard learning 

English. Most of the people in his class were Bulgarians, Polish, other Eastern Europeans, Somalis, and 

some people from the middle east. Two years later there are more Spanish people learning English 

than people from other nationalities, therefore the chances Adrian had to develop non-co-national 

ties in the English class were very limited. 

One of his first friends was Karol, a Polish man who was studying English with him. Both were in a 

similar ‘social rank’ or social location learning the language as they both just arrived in Bristol. Karol 

and Adrian prepared for the English exam together but after getting the English certificate their 

friendship faded. This is common among migrants networks since they change over time “as needs 

and circumstances alter over the life course” (Ryan et al. 2015a:4). 

Adrian did not have any other native or non-Spanish speaking friends and did not want to participate 

in the language exchange groups between Spanish speakers and native people to make more friends. 

“I have the feeling that the majority of the people going to those groups are Spanish. 

If there are 20 Spaniards, there are only 5 English people. Even now that I am doing an 

English course, the whole class are Spaniards, which was what I specifically wanted to 

avoid when I came here.” 

5.4.2 Understanding the culture without a broker 

Adrian was single when he arrived in Bristol, so he downloaded a mobile phone app which shows 

single people looking for a romantic relationship in the area. Through the app he met Lizzy who is a 

Bristol-based British woman. The relationship with Lizzy helped him to increase the diversity of the 

faces and places he experienced in Bristol. He met people outside his Spanish speaking group and 

most of them were born and raised in Bristol. For Adrian the relationship with Lizzy was a total 

immersion into the language and culture of Bristol. He was learning a lot from these interactions; he 

also felt challenged when realising that some forms of behaviour which were acceptable in Spain and 

with other Spaniards were not acceptable among native people. 

“I noticed I needed to be more reserved with my opinions, because some of them could 

be rude for an English ear and I learnt to keep my distance about certain things.”  

Adrian learnt this through the interaction with Lizzy’s friends. From Adrian’s perspective, Lizzy’s 

friends were very English, which meant they had not lived abroad, they had not had relationships with 

foreigners, and they did not speak any foreign languages. For Adrian the interactions with Lizzy’s 
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friends were a difficult experience. Communication was not easy because Adrian’s English skills were 

still developing, and they were not used to his accent.  

“I met her flatmates and her friends. All of them were English and I was unable to 

follow the conversation’s rhythm. This was one of the reasons why the relationship 

ended. Even the simplest activities we were doing together were a challenge. We 

couldn’t go to the cinema; we couldn’t do many things because I was a newcomer, and 

I had many difficulties in communicating and she didn’t speak any Spanish.” 

They were together for six months after his initial arrival in Bristol. Once the relationship broke down, 

all the friends stayed in Lizzy’s social circle. He could not maintain friendships with any of his 

girlfriend’s friends.  For Adrian the loss was two-fold, he lost the relationship with his partner but also 

the access to her social network that was helping him to get used to the language and culture. 

His knowledge of the culture and the language improved quickly in the first months, but after the 

breakup Adrian did not experience other opportunities to socialise with English speakers. The only 

consistent ties happened with Spaniards in his network, and his knowledge of the culture and language 

kept growing, but at a much slower pace. He knew he needed to meet more people to increase his 

social circle in Bristol, so he tried offering conversation exchange to the shop clients who showed 

interest in learning Spanish. 

“Through the language exchange I tried to extend my friendship circle, but I haven’t 

been able to do it. It has been practically impossible for me to take all the English 

people I’ve met to the first circle (pointing to the inner circle of the sociogram). It has 

happened even with the people that have showed interest in learning Spanish, and at 

the shop I am working in I have always offered to do language exchanges or give them 

a basic notion of the Spanish language as a way to practice my English. Many people 

have been interested, they have given me their phone numbers, I have spoken to them, 

but we have never reached the point in which we meet each other to do the exchange. 

I have the feeling I need to chase them to keep a relationship alive. If I don’t chase it, 

the relationship ends up fading away.” 

Adrian thinks the difficulty he had making English speaking friends at the beginning was because he 

was still learning to speak the language. However, even after he had a better control of the language, 

he still could not develop closer ties with English speaking people. He recognised that a barrier 

remained.  
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“I understand it is not very comfortable to speak with a person that is not fluent. 

Sometimes it can lead people to exasperation if there’s a lack of fluency and complex 

issues are being discussed. But I don’t even have anyone (native) in the exterior circles 

(looking at the sociogram).”  

English acquisition and the ability to speak the native language of the host society have been identified 

as indicators of social integration and a central aspect of it (Ager and Strang 2008; Castles et al. 2001; 

Home Office 2006). Some of the difficulties described by Adrian have become barriers to his social 

interaction with non-co-national ties. However, Adrian’s difficulties in developing social connections 

with natives might be related to the divergence of culture and the lifestyle between the place of origin 

and the place of arrival, since such differences could have an influence on the social integration 

process (Korac 2003). Furthermore, putting time and effort into developing a friendship which is not 

reciprocated, ends up being a loss in the terms of social capital investment. Personal networks can be 

seen as a function of available time (Campbell and Lee 1992) and it seems that a two year period is 

not enough to develop ties with English speakers for someone that has spent most of the time learning 

the language. Since capital, in its objectified or embodied forms, takes time to accumulate (Bourdieu, 

1986, p. 15) the only social capital he was able to maintain and generate was through the tie he already 

had developed with Teo and the co-national ties he developed through Teo’s networks in Bristol. Teo 

became Adrian’s social broker which allowed him to develop a very rich social life through his ties with 

Spanish speaking friends. 

5.4.3 Focusing on the quality of life 

Social integration is a two-way process that requires not only the intention of the newcomer to fit in 

but also people and institutions at place of arrival being welcoming (Gilmartin and Migge 2015; 

Hellgren 2015). Someone that has been living in an area for a long time, who has already established 

social networks and habits may not be searching for new ties as actively as a newcomer. Adrian 

perceived that Spaniards are the kind of people who keep a constant message exchange between 

them in contrast to English people that need to be chased, but this perception could be because 

Spaniards are still developing their ties in the city, therefore they are more active in trying to build a 

network. Adrian’s sociogram (Figure 11) shows a handful of people in his external circle and most of 

them are not Spanish speakers: Lizzy, Karol, Sahar, and Eddy. 

“When I was working at the restaurant it was easy to meet lots of people. I had many 

colleagues, but now I work in a place in which there are just two of us. Hence, through 

work I am not going to meet anyone, and in addition to this my workmate is Spanish 

too. I am not going to meet English people at work, except for the clients but I don’t 
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think they are going to be in any of my social circles… since my quality of life has 

started to improve, the English people have been leaving my social circle.” 

Because he could not form ties with English speakers, Adrian ended up strengthening the ties he had 

with Spaniards living in Bristol. Through his Spanish network he has been able to find a job and make 

friends to share activities with, but also, he has been able to find a space to be himself without the 

language restrictions and the cultural barriers he was experiencing with Lizzy and her friends. 

 

Figure 11: Sociogram showing Adrian's network. Underlined names are English speakers. 

Most of his ties were developed through his friend’s networks. Sofia, Daniela, Rodrigo, Laura, Benita, 

and Miles were all ties from Teo’s social circle. Like in Miriam’s story, Adrian had Teo who acted as a 

ladder (Ryan 2016) and introduced him to his group of friends giving him the opportunity to participate 

in a community and develop independent ties which each of the members of Teo’s network. Other 

ties were developed through his Spanish flatmates and their friends Angie, Roxana, Ursula, Bea, and 

Emilio, and through the workplaces in which he was employed he met Jorge and Mariana. All these 
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ties are Spanish speakers. For Adrian his Spanish speaking friends provided him with a community to 

socialise with and with a group of people to share stories and activities. 

“We normally do cultural and sports activities, or even travel together to explore other 

places. There are many activities that we do together, we are just like a small family. 

We are a family, I must say they have made my life easier because I am very happy 

here, I don’t think I miss anything from Spain.”  

Adrian made the decision to stop trying to meet English speakers; instead, he has become closer to 

his Spanish speaking friends because they make his life better. He also feels the group of friends he 

has made in Bristol have more things in common with him than the friends he left in Spain. He does 

not feel integrated in terms of having a diverse group of friends, but on the other hand his co-national 

ties have allowed him to enjoy his time in Bristol making him feel part of the city. He takes part in its 

cultural life. He spends a lot of the time doing outdoor activities with his Spanish speaking friends, at 

the flea markets, festivals, exhibitions, and he always tries to participate in the major events 

happening in Bristol. 

“In a way I feel integrated because Spaniards and Italians can be seen in the streets, 

we form part of the social life of the city, but other migrants aren’t seen in the streets. 

They are people you can only see at work. You don’t see Polish colleagues in the 

streets, you don’t see groups of Polish friends at the pub, at night or in a weekend. You 

can go to a festival and they are not there. I mean Polish people as well as Somalis, 

Pakistanis are the groups with a higher presence in the city, but you can see us and 

hear us. I understand other people come from countries with a humble background to 

earn money, save it and send it back home. I think is very rare for Spaniards to send 

money back home. I mentioned the economic issue because if you are in the streets, 

you are participating, you are spending money. We the Spaniards spend money in the 

street doing things.” 

Adrian, like many other Spaniards coming to the UK, belongs to a highly qualified group of young 

professionals migrating in search of better opportunities that cannot be attained in Spain (Jendrissek 

2016). Adrian, like many other interviewees, establishes a distinction between migrants coming to 

Bristol because they need to get a job, and those who have migrated solely with the desire to 

experience life abroad as a self-development project. Jendrissek (2016) categorises such objectives as 

a capital investment in work experience and language skills.  
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Adrian has not been able to find a communications job in Bristol, but as his migration objective was to 

have the “living abroad” experience and learn English some of his migration goals have been achieved. 

However, the living abroad experience has been limited by the diversity of his network. Adrian was 

unable to make friends with non-Spanish speaking people and he has retreated to his Spanish speaking 

group of friends. He recognises that the lack of diversity in his social circle has affected his experience 

of living abroad and his initial decision to avoid Spanish people. 

“I wanted to live the experience of being abroad. If I come here and end up living with 

Spaniards, going out with Spaniards, I have the feeling that I am still living in Spain 

and that I am living in a touristy area in which I am serving English people. I have that 

feeling. I mean it isn’t real, I am not having the experience of living abroad.” 

Even though Adrian feels he is not living the ‘real life’ of being abroad he has been able to build a 

community around him with a big group of co-national friends. His network has three clusters: Teo’s 

friends, his flatmates, and work colleagues. All the clusters are populated by co-national ties that know 

each other and sometimes share the same space together. 

He feels he is somehow integrated because lives a comfortable life in the city, has learned English, 

participates in the main events of the city with his Spanish speaking friends and does not have an 

isolated life like “other migrants”. He has strengthened his ties with the Spanish speaking network, as 

he does not need to make much effort to communicate, understand their cultural traits or invest too 

much time to convince them to meet up – this has improved his quality of life in the city. The common 

ground is in their shared cultural capital through their taste for the same social and outdoor activities, 

the language spoken among them and the cultural similarities, which is also a sign of recognition or 

belonging (Bourdieu 2002). In this regard, Adrian has used his Spanishness to develop social 

connections in Bristol that have led him to a social life and access to work opportunities within the co-

national network. 

Adrian’s current social network does not make him feel like he needs to build bridges to keep 

friendships alive, so he has shifted his priorities from searching for non-Spanish ties to focusing on 

enjoying his life in the city through his co-national ties. Within his network he has found 

understanding, comradery and similar life experiences. On the other hand, his improvement in 

understanding British culture and language learning has slowed down, as his only interactions with 

English speakers are at the shop serving the clients.  

Due to his lack of language proficiency, he has not been able to convert his cultural capital into a better 

salary or opportunities. Instead, he has experienced deskilling like many other well educated migrants 
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(Nowicka 2014). Furthermore, the opportunities, resources and information coming from a non-

Spanish speaking network could provide him with more diverse options than the ones available in the 

Spanish-speaking community, but Adrian thought that it was better for him to invest his time in ties 

that could produce a sense of integration into a community that would allow him to enjoy his time in 

Bristol. Investing in these strong ties may come at the cost of fewer opportunities from the weak ties 

he has developed with some natives in Bristol.  

5.5  CONCLUSIONS 

This chapter highlighted nine themes that are highlighted by Yolanda, Miriam and Adrian’s 

experiences: the importance of language proficiency to make use of capitals, the importance of having 

ties in the city before migrating, the goal of having English people in their networks, how national 

identities and significant political events can predefine the ties created in the host society, how shared 

nationalities are not enough reason to develop a tie, the close relationship between capital 

conversions and feeling integrated, co-national ties as a fallback option to develop a network, the role 

of social brokers and the theme of hospitality. 

This chapter has demonstrated that language proficiency is a facilitator (Ager and Strang 2008) of 

social integration. It not only unlocks access to broader networks but also improves the transfer from 

social and cultural to economic capital. The clearest examples of this are Miriam who did it 

successfully, and Adrian, who was limited by his lack of English but also his cultural knowledge of the 

natives. 

Existing ties in Yolanda and Adrian’s stories have demonstrated the relevance they have in deciding 

where to move. Social capital helped them to find someone to prepare the arrival, offer 

accommodation and find support and information in the city. This finding has been widely covered in 

chain migration literature; however, existing ties are one of the many considerations that migrants 

balance before deciding where to move. For Spanish migrants, Bristol offers cheap direct flights, good 

weather, cheaper rent than other major cities, a city small enough to navigate, but big enough to offer 

opportunities, an active online community, and forums with plenty of information on how to settle in. 

The existence of other Spaniards living in the city that do not belong to the migrant’s networks also 

play a role in the migration decision. 

Having native people in their networks was a goal for all the interviewees, however this goal was 

achieved by those with better language skills and more diverse sites of socialization (Yolanda) and who 

could use their institutionalized cultural capital to find a job that suited their expertise and skills. The 

job in Miriam’s story led to develop vertical weak ties with English people. 
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Current events had significant effects on the type of networks Yolanda wanted to build. The Catalonian 

independence referendum led her to include more Catalonian ties within her network. However, most 

of these ties stayed as acquaintances rather than friends or close ties, while her closest ties were 

Spaniards and natives that share similar interests. 

North-south divisions migrated with Yolanda. Her decision to consciously withdraw from the Spanish 

community was shared by Violeta from chapter 4. The reasons are different but, in both stories, there 

is a sense of distinction from other Spaniards which is expressed in the north-south division in Violeta’s 

story and in the independence versus territorial unity division in Yolanda’s story.   

Sharing nationality is not a reason to become friends, and co-nationals appealing to Spanish solidarity 

can be exploitative. Miriam, in a similar way to Violeta in chapter 4, understood that a shared 

nationality was not a good enough reason to be friends. She came to this conclusion when she realized 

that some of the co-nationals who were living at the same hostel tried to make friends with her to 

exploit her embodied cultural capital to translate, make phone calls and interact with English speakers 

on their behalf. She decided that being in a fragile situation herself, without a job and with few savings, 

she needed to protect her labour/time and focus on improving her social location in Bristol rather 

than developing ties with co-nationals with bigger struggles than the ones she had herself. In her 

situation she was not willing to act as a ladder (vertical weak tie) for any co-national. 

Feelings of integration were achieved through capital conversions; for Miriam, the feeling of having 

just one social connection was sufficient to feel integrated. For Yolanda, finding stability, economic 

independence, a partner, and a group of friends made her feel at home. Adrian could not establish 

long lasting ties with natives or other non-Spanish migrants in Bristol. He felt integrated into the city 

as he participated in its cultural life, with co-national friends who shared the same social location. 

Even though he developed strong ties with co-nationals that allowed him to enjoy life at Bristol, he 

did not feel completely integrated. 

Interviewees only used co-national ties if they needed them – e.g., because of language barriers, 

economic reasons, or relying on pre-existing ties that could provide support. Those who are 

independent either financially or culturally – e.g., can speak English, and/or understand the nuances 

of the culture – did not rely on them as much, because they could base their relationships on shared 

interests (cultural capital) instead of nationality. 

Miriam and Adrian’s ties included social brokers that gave them access to networks belonging to 

Hayley and Lizzy respectively. Miriam’s connection with Hayley allowed her to access Hayley’s friends 

in Bristol, resulting in Miriam becoming embedded in Hayley’s network. Hayley behaved like a vertical 
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weak tie that became a strong tie once they started to share ties from the same network, which 

eventually allowed Miriam to feel integrated. Adrian, on the other hand, had access to Lizzy’s network, 

but when the tie between them broke Adrian lost access to the network and with it all the labour-time 

spent on it that he could have invested in other types of ties instead. The network access provided by 

the social broker can offer long lasting meaningful ties, but its duration may be related to the basis of 

its origin (work, friendship, romantic), which may suggest that not all vertical ties or ladders allowing 

access to networks have the potential to become strong ties. The longevity of such ties may be 

especially at risk if the network guest cannot speak the language or understand the culture of the 

network members (facilitators). 

Ties change over time. The first year after Yolanda, Miriam and Adrian’s arrival was a time of 

adjustments in which circumstantial connections related to their social location were created and 

dropped with every new adjustment in their lives (changing jobs, flatmates, classmates, and romantic 

partners). Once they found stability in the city (jobs, place to live, friends to rely on) the ties in their 

networks tended to stabilise and the ties in the inner and middle circle of the sociogram tended to 

become connected (homophily).  

Hayley’s influence in Miriam’s life fast tracked her access to networks. Once Miriam became part of 

Hayley’s networks, because of the homophily principle she was able to develop new connections with 

Hayley’s friends and, through them, access new networks. Hayley was a vertical weak tie or a ladder 

that provided social connections that were not available in Miriam’s social location. In Yolanda’s case, 

finding financial stability gave her the resources to focus on other aspects of her life to develop 

networks but this only happened with the help of Kath, a weak tie that provided her with information 

to access the job that gave her stability.  

After losing access to Lizzy’s network, Adrian decided that making the effort of developing reciprocity 

with the natives required too much effort to the point that he was not enjoying his time in Bristol. He 

instead decided to invest his efforts in developing ties with co-nationals who were willing to 

reciprocate, making him feel integrated in a co-national network that is reflected in his sociogram. 

These findings also prompt a question; many stories have social or cultural brokers that show 

hospitality and solidarity with the newcomers. This helps them to feel welcomed and socially 

integrated, but what makes brokers act in the way they do; what is in it for them? 
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6 STRONG TIES AND THE SOCIAL INTEGRATION OF MIGRANT FAMILIES 

6.1  INTRODUCTION 

The previous chapter discussed the development of social connections, focussing on cultural and 

social capital conversions that either enhanced or restricted participants’ social integration processes. 

It demonstrated how people from different backgrounds can mobilize their capital and achieve 

divergent social integration outcomes. Capital conversions can also happen within a particular field – 

such as within groups of parents – making the conversion more or less expensive in terms of time and 

effort (Bourdieu 2002). This chapter focuses on the capital conversions achieved by Spaniards that 

travelled to Bristol with their families or became parents while living in Bristol. 

The importance of parenthood rests on it being a universal experience with structuring norms and 

routines that change the involvement parents have with institutions, family, and friends. Nurseries, 

schools and spaces oriented to children’s development, care and socialization can also provide 

opportunities for parents to access new networks (Ryan 2007; Ryan and Mulholland 2014a). In 

addition to this, social ties might be affected since children – or the preparation for their arrival – have 

a brokering effect on parent’s lives, bringing together people from different ages and backgrounds 

who are going through the same experiences. 

This chapter is informed by the experiences of motherhood of Amanda, Paula, Pilar, and Claudia, and 

the experiences of fatherhood of Hernan and Jose Angel. All of them are Spanish migrants who already 

had children before moving to Bristol and/or had them while living in Bristol. The chapter shows 

different types of families, the resources available to them and how they mobilize those resources. 

Furthermore, this chapter will show how the pursuit of better opportunities for their children, taking 

care of them and socializing them in Spanish, helped parents to develop ties within the community. 

The chapter explores how parenthood presents an opportunity for migrants to develop new ties in 

Bristol due to the institutions, infrastructure and shared experiences related to it. 

The chapter will be divided in two sections showing how people are brought together through the 

family ties and shared experiences of motherhood and fatherhood. The interactions and ties are 

developed with either Spanish or non-Spanish speakers in a range of locations. The first section will 

look at family ties, and their relevance for social integration. Hernan and Amanda’s story shows the 

importance of family networks through Amanda’s parents ties in the city, and Paula and Jose Angel’s 

story shows the importance of family ties, the Caribbean community, and the Catholic church to 
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settling in and providing for the family. The second section examines the ties developed through 

parenthood experiences in three locations: the neighbourhood playground, activity clubs and school. 

Spanish speaking mothers interact and develop ties in the neighbourhood and the playground where 

parents watch their children while they are playing. Ties are also developed in a weekly meeting at La 

Casita27 and the theatre group. La Casita is a group for Spanish speaking families with children of 

preschool age, and the theatre group is a place for Spanish speaking children, young people, and 

adults. Finally, nursery and school provide Spanish mothers with opportunities to meet other women 

with children.  

The development of durable ties and social capital requires a certain frequency of contact with the 

members of the group, and “a continuous series of exchanges” (Bourdieu 2002:21).  Places like a 

nursery, school, neighbourhood shared spaces, La Casita and the theatre group are areas that allow 

social exchanges to happen over time, helping the participants to invest their capitals and to develop 

durable social ties (Tilly 2005). 

This chapter will focus on the dyadic ties and networks developed by family ties and parenthood in 

Bristol by Spanish migrants. It shows how such experiences build social capital that then can be 

converted into other forms of capital or reinvested in different types of ties that can enhance social 

integration. 

6.2  STRONG VERTICAL TIES AND DIVERSITY 

This section discusses how social capital within the family ties facilitates the mobilisation of resources 

that could help the settling in process of newcomers. Hernan and Amanda’s stories show the 

importance of the presence of networks in the place of arrival, as they provide help with settling in 

and ongoing support for the newcomer’s family. Paula and Jose Angel’s story focuses on chain 

migration as a way of slowly bringing in family networks left in Spain to reduce the loss of social capital 

due to the uprooting effect of migration (Putnam 1995). 

Both stories above discuss how parenthood is presented as an opportunity for migrants to develop 

ties with other parents in the place of arrival. Hernan developed a strong tie with another father from 

the antenatal classes offered by the NHS and Paula had the opportunity to extend her networks 

 
27 La Casita means the Little House. 
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beyond family ties and co-ethnics through her participation in the Catholic church, the Caribbean 

community, and child-related activities. 

6.2.1 Hernan and Amanda 

Hernan and Amanda, who are originally from Spain, migrated from southeast Asia to Bristol. Amanda 

was pregnant and Hernan did not want to go back to Spain due to the instability of the job market and 

the low salaries paid in his field. Instead, they travelled to Bristol because Amanda’s parents were 

living in the city and Hernan saw an opportunity to improve his English and find a better paid job. As 

a couple, they were also interested in living in a city that was family friendly and had green spaces for 

the children to play in.  

6.2.1.1 Roots in the city 

Amanda grew up in Bristol because her parents travelled from Spain as church missionaries to help 

with social work that the church was doing in the deprived areas of the city. As time went by the 

missionaries and the people being helped became part of the same community through a “continuous 

series of exchanges in which recognition is endlessly affirmed and reaffirmed” (Bourdieu 2002:22). For 

such reason, some of the Bristol natives that were involved in the activities Amanda’s parents were 

doing for the church – like Edward and Susan – became familiar faces and strong ties for Amanda. For 

Amanda, Edward and Susan were almost like her uncle and aunty. They have known Amanda’s parents 

for more than 20 years. 

“Logically with the years that have passed by, these people have had a relationship 

and now they are practically part of the family. Now it is the other way around, they 

have helped us. For instance, when we just arrived, I didn’t have a car and Edward and 

Susan helped us. Both are friends with my parents in law.” (Hernan) 

Moving from Asia to the United Kingdom was an expensive process, meaning that Amanda and Hernan 

were left with almost no savings to rely on. Being on tight budget and with a child about to arrive, any 

help was welcomed. 

Alicia, who is also friends with Amanda’s parents, offered to collect them from to the airport when 

they arrived from southeast Asia. Alicia also invited them, Amanda’s parents and her seven siblings to 

spend Christmas at her house. She has also helped them with small favours over recent years. Alicia’s 

support demonstrates the value of extended networks, made through family connections, in 

smoothing the arrival process. 
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When Hernan and Amanda arrived in Bristol, Amanda’s parents were going back to Spain, so they did 

not spend much time together as a family in the city. However, through the ties her parents developed 

in Bristol, Hernan and Amanda have found sources of help and support.  A key source of support came 

from the parents themselves. When Hernan and Amanda arrived in Bristol, they moved into the house 

Amanda’s parents were renting, and when they moved out Hernan and Amanda inherited the 

accommodation contract. This negated the need for dealing with estate agents and paying a large 

deposit.  

Hernan’s English was at a moderate level when they arrived in Bristol, and he wanted to find a job that 

would help him to improve it. His father-in-law recommended that he get in contact with the company 

he and his son have worked for in the past. Hernan’s father-in-law and brother-in-law told him who 

to speak with at the company, Hernan followed his father-in-law’s advice and secured an interview 

with the company. 

“I was insisting for fifteen days to get a job interview, “I am very interested in your 

company, my father-in-law and brother-in-law have told me this is a fabulous 

company to work for, my English level isn’t high but I am learning”, in the interview I 

repeated a lot the last bit and they gave me the opportunity to work with them. I 

started as a support worker and after five months they promoted me to 

communication administrator.” (Hernan) 

Pre-existing family ties have helped Hernan and Amanda to settle in Bristol and to find enough 

information and resources to prepare as a family for the arrival of their child. In Hernan’s case, the 

strong ties his father-in-law had with the religious community and with an ex-employer helped him to 

access opportunities that otherwise would not have been available to him in such a short time. More 

social capital is associated with lower geographical mobility (David, Janiak, and Wasmer 2010), and 

Hernan’s father-in-law, who has lived in Bristol for a longer period, was able to accumulate and pass 

on this capital in the form of information and social capital debts being repaid to help his daughter 

and her husband to settle in the city.  

Some other exchanges involving the in-laws’ community have helped Hernan and Amanda. Edward 

and Susan offered them a house on the beach for free for family holidays, and they have been there 

five times in the last four years. They have also spent Christmas with them several times. Another 

friend, Therese, helped them to host family members when they have not had enough space at home 

to accommodate them. George and Diana, whose daughter was friends with Amanda, has been to 
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Spain and stayed with Hernan’s family. This demonstrates a repayment of social debts through mutual 

favours being granted by accessing family networks. 

6.2.1.2 Antenatal classes 

Hernan used the social capital developed by his parents-in-law to settle in and develop durable ties in 

Bristol. In addition to this, one of the most important ties he found in the city was facilitated by 

Amanda’s pregnancy.  

When Amanda started to access pregnancy support, she was told there were activities available for 

pregnant women to help with understanding and managing the pregnancy experience. Amanda joined 

the antenatal classes and other activities for pregnant women in which she developed ties with 

Natalia, and other people going through the same experience. Natalia and Amanda started to practice 

yoga for pregnant women together and once Amanda had her baby, started to organise activities with 

other mothers too. 

“Many of the people that are in the sociogram are there because of Amanda’s 

pregnancy. The first year after having our daughter Amanda didn’t have a job because 

she was taking care of the baby, logically. So, she spent time with a lot of mothers 

making plans to meet up.” 

During that period, she spent most of her time at home, and later with mothers she met during the 

pregnancy, organising activities for the babies. In some of those activities, fathers were also invited to 

meet each other, and it was through these activities that Hernan met Natalia’s husband, Sam.  

Like Amanda and Hernan, Sam and Natalia came to Bristol from abroad. Starting when they first met, 

Hernan and Sam bonded over similar life experiences of becoming a parent, working in Bristol, and 

coming from abroad. 

“He is my best friend in England. He is the person who I speak the most with, especially 

if I am feeling nervous or something is happening. Sometimes even before telling my 

wife about the issue – if I have had a bad day – I ask him whether he is connected, and 

we play online while I am telling him about the issue.” 

Sam does not speak Spanish and all the interactions between him and Hernan are in English which 

Hernan has mastered in the almost four years he and Amanda have been living in Bristol. 
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Hernan and Amanda have experienced the pressure of managing work, studies and being new parents 

at the same time. The arrival of the baby led Amanda and Hernan to organise activities more often 

and to go out together, rather than individually. They often met with Natalia and Sam. For Hernan, 

Sam and Natalia are on the border of friendship because they are more like family than friends. They 

have been helped by Hernan and Amanda, and the couples are in touch frequently. Hernan speaks to 

Sam every week and the friendship between the couples has surpassed that of the group of mothers 

meeting regularly.  

For Hernan and Amanda, the antenatal classes were an opportunity to develop meaningful 

connections with other couples that were about to have a child. They were also an opportunity for 

Amanda to find comradery and support from other women going through similar experiences during 

pregnancy. Hernan developed as strong a connection with Sam, as an indirect result of the regular 

meetings with the mother’s group. Many of Hernan and Amanda’s ties in the sociogram come from 

activities oriented to pregnant women or new mothers. They also met other couples, Holly and Mark 

and Vivian and Matt, at the antenatal group. Amanda created strong ties with more women than 

Hernan did with men. 

In Amanda and Hernan’s story, parenthood has helped them to develop more opportunities to 

connect with people outside of work, studies, and the family network. Good health as well as the 

engagement of migrants with health institutions has been seen as a core factor in integration and an 

important resource for active engagement in a new society (Ager and Strang 2008). 

6.2.1.3 Building networks 

Hernan and Amanda realized they needed a qualification from the UK to be able to progress in the 

British job market and provide financial security to the family, so they started a course at the City of 

Bristol College alongside working and taking care of their daughter. Migrants can experience 

professional barriers in the form of national protectionism and lack of local professional experience, 

which can be compounded by locals not recognizing the qualifications that migrants have acquired 

abroad. Erel (2010) and Bauder (2003) explained the importance of acquiring cultural capital through 

locally recognized institutions to break through such professional barriers. Hernan and Amanda knew 

the route to validate their cultural capital was certifying it with a degree from a locally recognized 

institution. 

Most of Hernan’s time was being invested in acquiring cultural as well as economic capital, which 

meant he did not have a lot of spare time to socialise. Therefore, some of the ties he developed 
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originated in the places that enabled him to provide and improve the opportunities for his family in 

the long term. One of those places was the City of Bristol College where he developed ties with Jen, 

Nelly, Stuart, and Amir. Hernan had five years of experience working in advertising, but his knowledge 

needed a UK certification. This was initially frustrating for him but became an advantage while he was 

studying, since most of his classmates were asking him for help and guidance, which allowed him to 

develop meaningful ties with them. From these ties, the group gained mutual support while they were 

completing their degree. The cluster of ties developed at City of Bristol College are underlined in green 

(Figure 12). 

At work Hernan has also received support from two close colleagues. He established close connections 

with Gemma and Freya to the point Hernan feels he knows everything about Gemma’s life. Gemma 

has children of Hernan’s age and Freya, who is the same age as Hernan, has also developed a close tie 

with him. Both are people he has seen in and out of the work setting. Gemma and Freya visited Hernan 

and the family when his daughter was born. The work cluster is represented in the work quadrant of 

the sociogram and includes sixteen ties. 

Hernan’s sociogram below (Figure 12) shows ties with his wife’s family in the family quadrant. Ties 

with the religious community his in-laws shared with Hernan are also represented, and are underlined 

in red. The ties developed through the parenthood related spaces can be seen within yellow circles. 

The most important ties that can be seen are the ones in which Hernan developed a connection with 

another father from the mother’s group. 

When Hernan arrived at Bristol, he tried to develop ties with people in the city by joining a soccer 

group in which he met Adam and Eduardo and a Meetup28 group where he met Gonzalo, Pamela, 

Rafael and Andres. People from both groups ended up as acquaintances rather than close ties once 

his daughter was born.  

 
28 The Meetup app helps people to find upcoming events and subscribe to groups in their area as well as helping members 
to stay connected with their community and other members. 
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Figure 12: Hernan's sociogram. Ties resulting from the in-law's community are underlined in red, the classmates are 

underlined in green, and the close co-workers are underlined in blue. 

Hernan’s sociogram shows how his Bristol ties have been shaped by the family ties in the city and his 

fatherhood experience. The ties originating from Amanda’s family – underlined in red – have become 

part of Hernan’s life in Bristol and demonstrate strong ties with his parents-in-law. Furthermore, 

looking at the proximity of the red ties and his personal experience with those ties confirms the 

availability of resources and support that can quickly become activated. Although the ties coming from 

Amanda’s family have been relevant for settling in Bristol, the attitude Hernan had towards 

neighbours and the people he shares spaces with has been also important in his integration process. 

“More than integration, what we have experienced is a sense of security because of 

the people my wife knew in Bristol, although the people she knew live in other areas 

of the city which is not the most immediate circle she interacts with on the daily basis. 

Sometimes I go out to get the car and if I bump into a neighbour and I’d say ‘hey, how 
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is it going? Are you going for a walk, very good!’ What I mean is that these types of 

interactions have been created from zero. They are not related to my wife knowing 

people in the city.” 

Hernan’s sociogram corroborates this; most of the ties he has developed in the city are related to his 

workplace, study place and the interaction with other Spanish speakers that he has met through 

Facebook. Hernan did not feel that the process of establishing contact with someone new or trying to 

keep such ties alive presented a challenge. 

“Because of the previous experience I had living abroad I’ve learnt to be the first one 

to extend my arm to shake hands. Today for instance, I’ve moved to a new place and 

the first thing I’ve heard was a woman speaking in the stairs, so I introduced myself 

saying ‘Hello, I just moved here’ that’s why for me is not hard to integrate. People can 

bump into their neighbours 200 times, but they never say hello. Here in Bristol, we 

have introduced ourselves when we just arrived and now that we are leaving it’s the 

same, ‘shall we have a glass of wine before you leave’, they’ve said. Therefore, I feel 

integrated, I’ve made it easy for them to know me and they have had been welcoming. 

It has been easy.” 

Hernan’s attitude but also his previous migration experiences have taught him that taking the first 

step towards people to show he is approachable and friendly can help to reduce the distance between 

them. This strategy has helped Hernan to put himself on the radar throughout the brief interactions 

with his neighbours, but also with colleagues, classmates and some of the Spanish people he has met 

in Bristol. Resnick (2002) suggested that interactions that occur naturally like the ones happening at 

work or in recreational activities can lead to productive social structures. Resnick also suggests that 

these productive social structures can be the result of a conscious decision, which explain how Hernan, 

whose migration experience to Bristol was not his first, was aware of the importance of his social 

interactions to develop social connections.  

Hernan’s sociogram (Figure 12) shows people from different social circles, family members, co-

workers, family friends, meetup people, among others. Some of them were face-to-face contacts and 

others were online contacts that ended up as face-to-face contacts. Hernan was making a conscious 

effort to develop ties and a circle of contacts in the city, but his most important friend in terms of time 

spent together, intimacy and reciprocity has been Sam, a friend he only met because of Amanda’s 

pregnancy. 
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Valenzuela, Park, and Kee (2009) confirmed that individuals like Hernan with a diverse and large set 

of ties tend to have more social capital than individuals with a smaller and less diverse networks. This 

is the case for Hernan, who not only has many ties in the city but also has close ties with most of the 

clusters in which he is involved, allowing him quick access to support and resources from his networks. 

Hernan feels integrated and proud of the ties he has developed by himself. However, the family ties 

that were available in the city, that Amanda’s parent were able to articulate for them as social brokers 

or ladders (Ryan 2016), gave them security. This is a key advantage over most migrants who do not 

have a set of trustworthy natives open to provide help and make them feel welcomed from the 

beginning. 

6.2.2 Paula and Jose Angel 

Paula is a Spanish national with Caribbean background who has been living in Bristol for three and a 

half years. Paula was not sure about leaving Madrid for Bristol; she had a career and stable job as a 

civil servant. However, her husband, Jose Angel, was experiencing long term unemployment and only 

had one month left of the unemployment insurance. They had two small children and with the 

prospect of having just one income, Jose Angel decided to get some seasonal work in the UK. Jose 

Angel’s brother was studying English in Bristol and told him to come to the city because with his 

gardening skills, he would not need to speak English to find a job. Furthermore, they had an aunt living 

in Bristol that had married an English national, who offered them a place to stay. As MacDonald and 

MacDonald (1964) explained, immigration patterns are influenced by individuals’ social connections 

in the place of arrival or destination, as Jose Angel’s story exemplifies. 

6.2.2.1 Importing their networks 

For two years Jose Angel was doing seasonal work between March and October in Bristol. At the end 

of the third year, he decided to stay in Bristol. All through those years Paula had been visiting with the 

children for a weekend or for two months during the school holidays. This situation provided economic 

stability to the family; however, it was Paula who was taking care of the children, their health and 

education full time in Spain since her husband was living in Bristol. The situation was difficult for Paula 

because she had a career, a job that she liked and had worked hard to get, but the distance was 

difficult for everyone.  

“The children missed their father a lot which made me think I needed to make a 

decision. I thought about being transferred to London because there isn’t an Embassy 

or a Consulate in Bristol, but I didn’t want to decide. So, I asked for permission while I 

was pregnant to come here while the transfer was being managed and ended up 
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staying in Bristol. So, I extended the permission, but I finally left because I couldn’t 

perform my duties, also I was suspended and didn’t receive a salary.” 

Jose Angel’s aunt and brother were already in Bristol and after Jose Angel’s arrival, his mother Ximena 

and his sister Dani joined him. After Paula arrived in Bristol with the children more family members 

decided to follow them because of the financial difficulties in Spain. Analisa, Jose Angel’s sister, Paula’s 

cousin Cecilia, Paula’s mother Norma, Jose Angel’s second aunty Elsa, Felipe who is the husband of 

one of Jose Angel’s aunts, and Jose Angel’s brother Fabian all migrated to Bristol. 

Paula convinced the rest of the family members to come to Bristol because she saw there were 

opportunities available for them. Once the family came to Bristol they decided to settle in the city. 

Initially Paula was not thinking of settling permanently in Bristol, she wanted to have a taste of the 

city before making a final decision, but she saw the children liked the city; also, the family life and the 

overall health of the children improved here. This was a key factor in her decision to stay because the 

children were getting ill constantly at the nursery in Spain.  

6.2.2.2 A decisive moment 

Paula felt the children’s recurrent illness could have been caused by the nurseries; either having a bug 

or not taking proper care of the children. When they got ill, Paula had to send them back to the nursery 

and the school because there was no-one at home to take care of them. Because of this they were 

getting ill again and again. 

Because of the children’s constant poor health Paula had to get private health insurance because they 

had too many emergencies and needed immediate care. Waiting to be seen by the public health 

system could take a lot of time from a working day and with the frequency of the emergencies, it 

became unrealistic to take care of the children alone and perform her duties as a civil servant at the 

same time. However, the ongoing health problems and the geographical distance was not what 

triggered Paula’s decision to move to Bristol. 

“My second daughter had a very bad bronchitis and a strong fever. I was sleeping with 

her trying to control the fever. When the lights were off, she started to cough a lot, so 

I turned the lights on and saw she was covered in blood. That moment was terrifying 

for me because seeing your child of two years old covered in blood and drowning was 

shocking. I removed some sort of mucus in a massive blood clot. I quickly wrapped and 

carry her in her pyjamas and took her to the hospital.”  
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Paula took a taxi with both of her children and went straight to A&E. She later found out that if she 

had not taken her daughter to the hospital she could have died of asphyxia because her blood was 

clotted, and her capillary vessels broken.  

“The same day but earlier in the afternoon I had an appointment with the medic, but 

he didn’t tell me her bronchitis was so serious. I told myself ‘This isn’t happening again 

to me, at least not alone...’ So, I decided to leave, if the children are fine there (Bristol) 

I won’t stay here (Madrid).”  

Now in Bristol the children play outside, get soaked and nothing happens. Paula has not had to use 

A&E at all.   

“The doctor asked me “why haven’t you brought your children to get vaccinated”? I 

told her they have been vaccinated and I showed her the vaccination book and she 

said, ‘it’s strange that you haven’t visited your GP for more than a year and a half’ and 

I told her it was because the children are healthy. And this is something I won’t change 

for anything. And I said I am certainly staying in Bristol.” 

Living in Bristol Paula saw how her family life and her children’s health improved. Being close to her 

husband and having two parents at home to help with the children eased the day to day, but the 

children also felt better. In addition to this, quickly after she moved to Bristol their extended family 

started to come which meant their support networks or family ties moved to Bristol with them. This 

chain migration moved the ties Paula’s family already had in Spain with them; institutions like families 

can alleviate the losses of social capital that may accompany migration (Hagan, MacMillan, and 

Wheaton 1996). 

6.2.2.3 Developing ties beyond family and co-ethnic in Bristol 

Paula’s ties in Bristol have been influenced by the family migration, Catholic church-based ties, and 

other Spanish-Caribbean ties she knew from Spain. Her network is mainly composed of Spanish 

speakers and her friendship quadrant has many family members which are her frequent contacts. 

“In the ‘friends’ area I have family that you can consider as friends because they are 

the people I spend most of the time with. I have more friends, but they are more family 

oriented.” 
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In her inner group of friends everyone speaks Spanish as first language. Her friends and family have 

been key for her to feel settled in Bristol. In her sociogram below (Figure 13) family ties are underlined 

in green, church ties in blue, Spanish-Caribbean in pink, and children’s activities ties in yellow. Thirteen 

English speakers are shown with a red dot next to their names.  

 

Figure 13: Paula's sociogram. Ties underlined in green are family members; ties underlined in blue are from the church, 

underlined in pink are other Spanish-Caribbean ties and in yellow are the ties Paula has developed through the children’s 

activities. 

Dani is Jose Angel’s sister but also a very close friend of Paula. Dani is younger than Paula and has two 

school friends Irma and Consuelo who normally spend time at Paula’s house taking care of Paula’s 

children. For Paula this is a great help because she trusts them and sometimes allows Irma and 

Consuelo to spend the night at her house. Irma and Consuelo were both born in Spain and they, as 

Paula and Jose Angel’s family, have a Caribbean background. Irma and Consuelo have been living in 

Bristol for more than five years, while Paula has been in the city just for three and a half years. 
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Manolo is Consuelo’s father. When he arrived in Bristol initially Ximena – Jose Angel’s mother – helped 

him with accommodation and then Paula helped him too. He was in a similar situation to Paula where 

his wife and daughter came to Bristol while he stayed in Spain. Paula went on holiday for a month and 

offered him their family house until he found a room to rent. Paula also helped Felipe, who is married 

to one of Jose Angel’s aunts. Felipe stayed at Paula’s house while he searched for a room to rent. Apart 

from Jose Angel’s auntie, Tia, all of Paula and Jose Angel’s family members and the Caribbean Spanish 

ties have come to Bristol pushed by the financial crisis in Spain but also because they already had ties 

in the city.  

The family demonstrates how social capital debts or obligations are generated and, as in Hernan’s 

story, passed on in the form of new favours as new family members arrived. This also relates to 

Bourdieu’s observation of capital conversions within a field – in this case an extended family – being 

in this case less expensive in terms of time and effort because the ties “have been established and 

maintained for a long time” (Bourdieu 2002:24). 

Paula has been able to develop co-ethnic ties with the Caribbean community and natives outside of 

the family through the Catholic church in Bristol and the activities that her children of different ages 

are involved in. 

Paula and her family are Catholics who participate in church activities. These have provided a source 

of ties and support for them.  Dani and Karina are also part of the community and Consuelo took her 

first communion in the Catholic Church in Bristol. Through the church Sunday meetings Paula met 

Nadia, who is an artist that contributes her skills to the Catholic community. Over time they became 

friends because Nadia always had the time to socialize with Paula and because she speaks Spanish and 

English very well. Nadia was studying in Bristol and was constantly willing to help Paula; now she is in 

Paula’s inner circle of friends. 

Paula also met John and Pauline. John is the church’s priest and Pauline is involved in all the activities 

organised by the church. Both have been a great help for Paula and her family. 

“When we first arrived, they gave us a lot of support, they offered us food and 

information about where to get what we needed. They were always kind to us because 

I arrived in pregnant and with children. They were reassuring and were telling me 

everything was going to be OK. They helped us a lot. They even found a job for my 
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mother-in-law in the same Catholic school the children are going to. We have a very 

good relationship with them.” 

As it can be seen in this section, many of Paula’s ties come from Spain and there is an overlapping 

between coming from Spain with a Caribbean background and being Catholic. There are strong 

homophilous ties coming from the family and Spanish Caribbean community that can provide support; 

but there are also vertical weak ties from the church that have helped Paula’s family to get food, a job 

for her mother-in-law and access to school for the children. Participating in the religious spaces, the 

Christian community and sharing interests with their members allowed her to access their resources 

using their mutual Christian recognition, which is one of the ways in which social capital can be 

mobilized (Bourdieu 2002). Such investment in mutual recognition and acknowledgment (Lin 1999) 

helped Paula and her family as much as the Christian community she is part of.  

Paula’s diversity of ties has expanded outside of her family and Caribbean community through the 

social activities oriented to children which she has indirectly participated in. Her three children have 

been introduced to either swimming classes, acting classes or toddler activities at La Casita. 

Participating in these activities, she has been able to socialize with other Spanish speaking women or 

English women that are married to Spanish speaking husbands.  

Steve’s mother is one of the women Paula met through the children’s activities. In the sociogram she 

is located in the middle section of the ‘other social spaces’ quadrant. Steve became friends with 

Paula’s son and because the children wanted to play together, the mothers started to develop a bond. 

Now, Steve sometimes spends time at Paula’s home playing and Paula’s son sometimes goes to Steve’s 

house to play too. This friendship between the children has brought Paula closer to Steve’s mum and 

they have developed a relationship. However, out of all the parents from the children’s activities, 

Steve’s mother is the only one that Paula has bonded with.  

In the other social spheres group the individuals underlined in yellow are the fourteen ties Paula has 

developed through the children’s activities. Most of these ties are in the acquaintance section which 

means they are weak ties unlikely to provide access to emotional or immediate support that could 

benefit her. However, when Paula is asked whether she feels integrated in Bristol she answers: 

“Definitively, I love this city, I loved it from the beginning. I’ve told other people to 

come and none of them have regretted it. I’ve been hosting friends and family at home 
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for two or three months studying and they always fall in love with the city and its 

people.” 

Bristol is a very diverse city with several iconic places, green areas and cultural venues offering 

activities the whole year round, which is ideal for families. However, while the infrastructure, the 

public places and cultural life can be a reason to like a city, they are not necessarily things that result 

in feelings of integration. Dyadic ties and networks are often more pivotal in facilitating a sense of 

integration than infrastructure and cultural life (Campbell and Lee 1992). Since the premise of this 

research links social connections with integration Paula was asked to provide more detail about her 

feelings of integration. She explained what the things in the city that make her feel integrated were, 

focusing on people.  

“The people are very kind and open. People don’t care about where you come from, 

they may find you are different, but they have curiosity to know how your country is. 

They don’t look at you differently for being darker, White or Black or whatever you 

are. You can tell people accept me even if I don’t speak the language, they try to 

understand you, they don’t belittle or devalue if you can’t understand.” 

Paula feels Bristol has been more welcoming than Spain, where coming from Latin America or having 

darker skin can trigger racial prejudices (Dijk and Bañón Hernández 2002). She perceives Bristol to be 

more diverse and inclusive than Madrid. 

Paula’s experience of feeling accepted is related to the family ties that have chain migrated to the city, 

her participation in the Bristol based Caribbean community, the Catholic church, the bonds she has 

created with other Spanish speaking Latin Americans, and the relationships she has been able to 

develop with parents from the children’s activities.  

These dyadic ties and networks have not only allowed her to establish a life similar to the one she had 

in Spain, but in fact a better one. She has not experienced discrimination for coming from a Caribbean 

country, and her family networks have imported a little of her social capital. Her social life and 

institutions such as the church and family have allowed her to develop ties and settle into Bristol life. 

6.3  LIFE STAGES AND SPATIAL PROXIMITY 

This section will focus on the development and strengthening of ties (new and old) in relation to 

motherhood as a life stage. It will also highlight the child-related spaces which become sites of 



 

149 
 

socialization where parents can meet other natives and migrant parents with children, develop ties 

and access networks and their resources. 

Through Pilar and Claudia’s stories this sub section shows how motherhood and children’s activities 

can lessen the loss of ties that often results from family migration, but also how the development of 

new ties can help mothers to socially connect with other parents with children of similar age to theirs 

and strengthen their feelings of integration. 

6.3.1 Pilar: At work everyone is either pregnant or having children 

Pilar is a 36-year-old professional from Madrid, who has been living in Bristol for almost five years. 

She just became a mother of her first child. Having a child in the UK has helped her to feel more 

integrated.  The motherhood experience, from her perspective, has helped her to develop new ties in 

Bristol. It has also helped her to strengthen some of the ties she already had.  

Pilar works in a school, and many of her colleagues got pregnant at the same time as her. All of them 

are English speakers; some of them were not very close to Pilar at work, but motherhood has brought 

them together. 

6.3.1.1 The NHS and the neighbours 

Motherhood has given Pilar access to new ties. The baby clinic where Pilar goes to weigh her daughter 

gave her a leaflet with information about a course on introducing solid food to a baby’s diet, so Pilar 

searched for it on the internet and registered herself. The day Pilar went to the course she met Marta 

who was learning how to introduce solid food in her baby’s diet too.  

“When Marta saw me, she said “ah! But you are Spanish?” and I said yes. We realized 

that we were neighbours, so we exchanged phone numbers and now we see each 

other every Thursday and we do activities with the babies.” 

They met two months before participating in this research. They share Spanish origin, babies with 

similar ages, free time because of their maternity leave, and they live close to each other which is 

important because mobility is an issue for mothers travelling with a baby (Boyer and Spinney 2016). 

Pilar’s chance encounter with Marta led her to meet another new mother from Spain – Hilda. Pilar has 

seen Hilda just a couple of times because she lives in the city centre while Pilar and Marta live in an 
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area far from the centre. Hilda has been to Pilar’s home and Marta’s place too, and the three of them 

have been to group activities for children like a toddlers’ dance session.  

Pilar met other mothers exclusively through the opportunities that motherhood related experiences 

offered to her; the solid food course, and toddler’s dance activity were two of these experiences. Both 

activities required free time which is something normally available for mothers while they are on 

maternity leave, and an essential resource to develop social capital (Bourdieu 2002). Since the 

development of social capital takes time/labour to be created and accumulated, maternity leave 

together with the activities found through the NHS can make these times a productive experience in 

terms of generating long lasting connections. Also, Marta had a brokerage role in Pilar meeting Hilda. 

Pregnancy and motherhood have also helped Pilar to strengthen existing ties in her husband Russell’s 

network. Russell is British. He has been learning Spanish to be able to communicate better with the 

Spanish side of the family, and has a Spanish teacher called Iker who is married to Renata. Iker used 

to live near Pilar and Russell, and they often bumped into each other, however the relationship never 

evolved into something else than a professional one.  

Renata got pregnant with a second child around the same time Pilar got pregnant. After Iker and 

Renata had the baby, Russell and Pilar invited them over to their place. This was the first time Iker was 

entering Russell’s home as a friend instead of teacher. In this case the shared experience of 

parenthood was a drive to consolidate the relationship with Iker and his wife. 

6.3.1.2 Colleagues from school 

Many of Pilar’s current and former colleagues have also shared the experience of pregnancy with her. 

Lydia is a British teacher who used to work with Pilar and does not speak Spanish. Lydia went on 

maternity leave almost at the same time and had a baby one month before Pilar. They used to have 

more of a co-worker’s relationship, but they live very close to each other and with the arrival of the 

babies they started to have a closer relationship. They used to meet every Wednesday with the babies, 

either at Lydia’s or Pilar’s place. However, this routine stopped once Lydia’s maternity leave ended.  

For the mothers, having someone living nearby in a similar situation can help to strengthen their ties. 

Mothers experience a mobility limitation since leaving the house with a very young baby requires 

planning but also working around the baby’s routines. This may explain in part why Pilar has become 

closer to other neighbours with babies, since geographical mobility has an effect on mother’s ability 

to maintain friendships (Ryan 2007). 
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Cora is another English woman that used to work with Pilar, and while they were colleagues, they had 

a good relationship and often went out together. Cora is also on maternity leave which has allowed 

Pilar to deepen the friendship though the activities they both organise for the babies. Once a month 

Lydia used to pick Pilar up in her car and they both went to Cora’s house. But now Lydia has gone back 

to work so Pilar has been meeting with Cora in the city centre because she lives there. 

“Basically, I go to her house because of the babies. She doesn’t like to go out very 

much; Cora doesn’t have a car. Her baby is three weeks older than mine.” 

Izzy is an English-born teacher that Pilar worked in the same class with for two years. She had her baby 

in January, two months before this interview took place. Pilar went to her baby shower and after that 

Pilar, Lydia and Izzy were planning to meet again to have dinner together. Having a child in the UK has 

helped her to feel more socially integrated because there has been an increased and deeper 

interaction between her and the non-migrants within and beyond the workplace (Spencer 2011). All 

her pregnant colleagues are English speakers and some of them were not very close with Pilar at work, 

but motherhood has brought them together. 

Pilar’s current colleagues who are 25 and 35 years old are either pregnant or having children. One of 

them is Elly whose pregnancy has helped Pilar to strengthen the ties with her and with other co-

workers that are going through the same experiences, especially with the mothers that live nearby. 

Elly was a teacher that worked at the school when Pilar started to work there three years ago, and she 

spent her first year working with her. They have a very good relationship.  

“She is my neighbour and is going to have a baby next month. She is English, and we 

used to work together but I’ve been moved to different classes. While I was working 

with her some bad things happened to me and she supported me. The first year at the 

school I was a little bit lost because it was my first job in Bristol and Elly helped me a 

lot. She gave me a lot of emotional support because I wasn’t sure whether I was doing 

my job well. I hadn’t worked with children before.”  

In Madrid, Pilar worked with teenagers and with families, hence this new job was outside of her 

comfort zone. Elly helped Pilar to learn the ropes on the job, there was a lot of paperwork to do, and 

Elly guided Pilar in completing it. Elly’s support was not only at work – she also became a friend to talk 

to after work and they ended up meeting very often. Elly was one of the first friends she made at work 

and one of the colleagues that helped her the most in navigating practices at work. As Ager and Strang 



 

152 
 

(2008) suggested, cultural knowledge becomes a facilitator of integration and Elly played an important 

role in guiding Pilar on what were the appropriate procedures and customs at work. 

6.3.1.3 The impact of life experiences on integration 

The experiences surrounding the events of motherhood have left a mark on Pilar’s life. The support 

she got from her friends and co-workers, the socialization activities for her and the weekly activities 

with the baby not only helped her to develop ties and accumulate social capital but also make her feel 

that she made a place for herself in Bristol. Pilar found it easier to speak to other women who shared 

a common experience like motherhood, but this experience can also be understood by other people 

who have not experienced it themselves, and show sympathy and care for a woman with a baby and 

“break down walls of anonymity” (Boyer and Spinney 2016:1127). 

“I had something in common, before I spoke to people, but I didn’t have anything in 

common. We had different countries, languages, interests, we had nothing in 

common. Now with the child my life has changed, and since I had my daughter, it is 

easier to speak to people when I am participating in an activity. I start speaking to the 

person next to me “how old is your girl?”, “how much does she eat?” it’s easier. I can 

say that yes, having a baby helps with integration.” 

Pilar has not been to any of the places where Spanish people normally meet up. She is focusing on her 

daughter, and she prefers to go to places like La Casita. La Casita is a group for Spanish speaking 

families with young children. They normally meet on Wednesdays. The purpose of La Casita is to 

provide a place where children and adults can meet up, make friends, and practice the Spanish 

language. Every week they have activities that include reading stories, singing songs and other creative 

activities for children while the parents can chat and enjoy some snacks while they supervise the 

children’s play. 

“My time is very valuable, I don’t have anything against the Spanish people, but I am 

interested more in activities like the ones offered by La Casita. You know, I don’t like 

ghettos either. I have the feeling that all the Spaniards mingling and together are not 

going to learn any English. That’s why I didn’t want to be part of that. It was a close-

minded mentality. Now I have a more open mind, the experiences I had, and the 

therapy has helped me. I did the therapy in Madrid, but I am still doing it here. I had 

difficulties having my daughter, she was conceived though IVF and because of the 

fertility problems I had anxiety and stress that’s why I was in four therapy sessions 
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with an English woman. You can say now that I have roots in here, I have experiences 

in here and having my daughter is something I could never forget. She has a British 

nationality but, in the future, she is going to have dual nationality because of Brexit.” 

Pilar thinks the difficulties she had in getting pregnant and the procedures to help her physically and 

psychologically to achieve a pregnancy and give birth have been part of her integration in Bristol, as it 

has been a remarkable time in her life. Furthermore, giving birth in Bristol to a baby with English 

nationality have made her feel she has created roots in the city. Pilar has also named her daughter 

with a name that is common in both languages, something other interviewees that have had children 

have also done and has realized integration takes times to happen. 

“The first years were frustrating; I was very impatient. I wanted everything now but 

then I realized this is a process. Now I have work experience, I have a CV in English that 

I can show, all of this makes me feel integrated.” 

To be able to adapt to a new setting, as a mother in a new country, migrants need a great amount of 

free time together with the support of peers (Desouza 2005; Hoang, Le, and Kilpatrick 2009). Pilar’s 

actions have secured a supportive environment from her peers that she built from the start. She has 

been an active actor not only regarding her pregnancy but also with the mothers within her network. 

As Anderson (1994:313) suggested about adapting to new circumstances Pilar as an outsider “worked 

her way in” through the dyadic ties and networks she developed successfully with other mothers in 

Bristol. Furthermore, these ties have helped her to get support and information on motherhood but 

also to accumulate social capital within her network. 

Pilar as a migrant woman did not have the networks Hernan and Amanda had in Bristol, nor was she 

bringing family members to the city to reconstitute the networks she left behind in Madrid. Instead, 

she developed her own networks in Bristol with other women that went through the parenthood 

process. Some of their ties were co-workers, other were acquaintances or ties that came from her 

husband or encounters through NHS recommended activities. She used a diverse group of dyadic ties 

and networks to find peer support. The ties she developed with all of the women who had a recent 

motherhood experience in common were reinforced by the spatial proximity, which enhances social 

interaction but also offers day-to-day practical support and local knowledge (Ryan 2007). Pilar’s 

sociogram (Figure 14) and the alters within her network will be explained in detail in subsection 7.1 

Pilar: A welcoming environment while discussing the influence of the ties developed at the workplace 

in her social integration. 
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6.3.2 Claudia: Playground, theatre group and school mums 

Claudia has been living in Bristol with her husband and son for almost four years, and recently had a 

second child, a daughter. Like Paula, she had a job in Spain before coming to Bristol, while her husband 

was experiencing long term unemployment. They both decided to come to the UK because it was 

easier for them to learn English than German, there were direct flights from Malaga but also, because 

working conditions for Claudia were deteriorating in Spain and the family needed a second income.  

They decided to come to Bristol because of the availability of information about the city, the size of it, 

the type of family life that a city could offer, and because their English teacher in Spain, and an English 

parent who had a child in the same school as Claudia had hers, recommended it.  

6.3.2.1 Playground mums’ group 

“The most important things in my life today are my children, because of that I tend to 

find friendship in things related to them.”  

Claudia has developed a group of friends who are also mothers in Bristol. Despite consciously trying 

to avoid socialising with Spanish speaking people to improve her English, most of the women she has 

developed strong ties with share her nationality. The first group of Spanish speaking women she met 

was at the children’s playground near her home where she met Alejandra. 

Alejandra is a Mexican woman who also has a baby daughter. Alejandra has her own group of friends 

and is younger than Claudia but sometimes they meet with their daughters. If Claudia has a little bit 

of free time, she goes with the girl to the mums’ group at the park, but she usually prefers to stay at 

home to clean the house, have food ready for the boy’s arrival and spend some time with him. 

Claudia’s relationship with Alejandra is not very close since she is younger than Claudia and lives far 

from her. They are at different stages in their lives. Claudia has already experienced being mum for 

the first time so her perspective of motherhood and how to solve the difficulties associated to it has 

evolved. Furthermore, since Claudia has two young children, travelling long distances requires time 

and preparation that – in an already busy life – become a barrier for socializing. Like Pilar, Claudia 

prefers to socialize within the space of her neighbourhood, and since Alejandra has a daughter instead 

of a boy, Claudia prefers to go to the park with Tash and Rocio who also have boys.  

It is not only the geographical distance and the gender of the children that influences the connection 

Claudia has with Alejandra; the age gap between Alejandra and all the other mothers of the group is 



 

155 
 

also important for her. Claudia thinks the age gap, but also the number of children and responsibilities 

they have within the family, influence the way of thinking of some of the mothers. After going to the 

playground with the boys the mothers normally gather in any of their houses that are close to the park 

to drink a cup of coffee and chat and Claudia thinks the age difference between Alejandra and all the 

other, older mums distance them in their way of thinking and behaving. 

Erel (2010) noticed that migrants tend to unpack their cultural capital in the place of arrival creating 

“dynamics to validate their cultural resources resulting in new forms of intra-migrant distinction” (Erel 

2010:656). Claudia has decided that Alejandra’s embodied capital in the way of thinking, speaking, 

and behaving does not fit within the mother’s group which, added to Alejandra’s age, spatial distance, 

and the gender of Alejandra’s child, is enough reason to exclude her. In this case embodied cultural 

capital defines the limits of who can reproduce social capital within the mother’s group. Something 

similar to this can be seen in the School ties subsection below, with two young mothers. 

Rocio is one of the first Spaniards Claudia met in Bristol. Rocio is from Andalusia too and Claudia thinks 

this may be the reason they get on very well with each other. Rocio has a child a year older than 

Claudia’s child and they are friends too. When Claudia arrived in Bristol, she was certain she did not 

want to meet any Spaniards to not be stuck speaking Spanish. Claudia’s parents came to Bristol with 

her to help her out with the luggage and settling in with the child. 

Claudia’s father was taking the child to the park near the house while Claudia was doing the shopping 

for dinner. Rocio saw the man at the park and approach him asking whether he was Spanish. At dinner 

time Claudia’s father told her he was going to introduce her to a girl he met at the park and Claudia 

was upset because she wanted to learn English and asked him to not introduce her any more 

Spaniards. However, Claudia and Rocio became very close friends; she is in the inner circle of the 

friendship quadrant of Claudia’s sociogram. Rocio lives near Claudia, and they normally meet for a 

coffee in the local cafe or at the park where many other Spanish mothers living in the area tend to 

gather at the playground area. 

“Rocio helped me with information because she arrived in Bristol a year before me. 

Also, she helped me psychologically with how to deal with certain situations, later the 

information comes from other people that you know. At work I’ve gotten certain 

information, the friend from the school have given me another type of information but 

Rocio is more than a friend because she always asks about the emotional part of how 

I am dealing with ‘this or the other’.” 
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Rocio is in the inner circle of friends of Claudia, which means she is a strong tie and as Claudia’s quote 

confirms, Rocio has been there for her providing valuable information and emotional support. This  

has been needed, because for migrant women, trying to settle in a new country can be a difficult 

challenge (Benza and Liamputtong 2014). 

After meeting Rocio, she found that developing relationships with other mothers, even if they did not 

speak in English, was beneficial for her. Thus, when Claudia heard a group of mothers at the park 

speaking in Spanish, she approached them and introduced herself. Meeting the mothers at the park 

she found the children of all the other Spanish mothers attended the same school, but it was not the 

same school that Claudia’s child attended.  

One of the women she met at the mum’s group at the park was Rosalba. Rosalba arrived in Bristol 

almost at the same time Claudia did. At the beginning they were saying hello to each other but because 

they lived in different areas it was difficult to develop a close connection. Once Rosalba moved to the 

same area the tie with Claudia strengthened. They are close friends, and she knows that if ever there 

is an emergency, she could leave her children with Rosalba. That is why Claudia wrote Rosalba’s name 

in the inner friendship quadrant of her sociogram. 

Talking to the mum’s group she found a connection and a small cluster or network in the city, but 

Claudia also realised through them that there are several other places in Bristol where Spanish 

speaking mothers and their children can interact. Developing access to networks takes time (Jack 

2005), but once it has been developed these networks can provide resources, information or influence 

(Marin and Wellman 2011a) as well as different kinds of support and companionship (Wellman and 

Wortley 1990).  

6.3.2.2 Theatre group for children and mothers 

Claudia heard about the theatre group through a French friend called Claire. She told her about a 

group of Spanish mothers meeting up in a café very close to Claudia’s place and recommended that 

she go there because she had seen some women with babies participating in the group. 

“Coincidentally my friend Tash – who I hadn’t met by then – was part of the group and 

Rocio who wasn’t a mum yet told me about a group of mothers with babies, so I joined 

the theatre group and I started to meet more people.” 
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At the theatre group Claudia made friends with Tash who had just arrived in Bristol and whose 

husband now gets on very well with Claudia’s husband. The theatre group is the centre of activities 

for many children that have one Spanish speaking parent in Bristol, either from Spain or Latin America.  

The theatre group is located close to Claudia’s home. Ryan (2007:301) found that “residential stability 

is also a factor in maintaining ethnic-specific friendships”, like the Spanish mothers from the park 

Claudia met in the early stage of her arrival and the Spanish speaking mothers attending to the theatre 

group next to her Claudia’s place; because mothers’ social lives can be limited by mobility (Boyer and 

Spinney 2016).  

Claudia tried to meet with other mothers through the activities recommended by the NHS but the 

language was a barrier for her, and the health services did not address the issue of language and 

cultural barriers that could have promoted better maternity experiences (Benza and Liamputtong 

2014). That is why finding out about the mother’s group and the theatre classes was important for 

Claudia to develop her own networks. 

“It was difficult for me to go baby groups with my low level of English. Through Claire 

I found out about the theatre group, and I met Tash at the group... at the theatre group 

I also met Romina, Dora, Elia and Fernanda.” 

Like La Casita, the theatre group has more Latin American mothers than Spanish ones now, but it was 

the opposite when Claudia started participating in the groups. Romina who leads the theatre group 

noticed that Tash and Claudia were new mothers in the group, so she introduced them to one another. 

“Tash arrived at the theatre group and Romina told me ‘look, this girl is new and she 

is Spanish’ and that’s how we met.” 

The theatre group worked as a place of entertainment for children and as a space to keep the Spanish 

language alive for the children being schooled in an English environment. From this child-based 

experience, the mothers could also socialise with other women experiencing similar life courses and 

develop ties and support networks in the city. 

From participating in the theatre group Claudia has been able meet and include Rocio, Tash, and 

Rosalba in her inner group of friends.  She developed ties with other mothers but not as strong. She is 

still seeing Fernanda because their children go to the same nursery and they live in the same area, and 

they sometimes coincide on Wednesdays at La Casita. 
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Claudia heard about La Casita through Rosalba and other mothers at the playground group who 

normally say that they have a good time there. However, the place that people from La Casita meet 

up is far from Claudia’s home which makes it difficult for her to attend frequently. 

“This area (where she lives) is full of Spanish people so I don’t need to go there (La 

Casita), but maybe the people who have an English partner need to go there so the 

child doesn’t forget how to speak in Spanish. Which is not my case because the first 

language we speak at home is Spanish. I am not worried my child is going to forget 

Spanish.” 

The mothers meet each other at the park or the theatre group but what keeps the relationships going 

is the similarity between them and their way of thinking. This may be related as much to their life 

stages as their cultural capital since ties are developed among homophilous people. The life stages are 

also relevant as women who are closer to their 40s and have more than one child may have different 

worries to new mothers in their 20s. Spatial distance also plays an important role in the development 

of new ties for mothers since leaving the house with children can be a challenge for them. Another 

aspect that may explain the ties developed by Claudia with other mothers is the gender of the children 

as it seems it is important for them to socialise boys with boys because of the rough play. 

6.3.2.3 School ties 

Claudia has developed ties mainly with other Spanish women living in Bristol through the mother’s 

group at the park, the activities in the theatre group and the weekly meetings at La Casita. All these 

opportunities to meet new people were driven and organised by other mothers that wanted to 

provide a Spanish speaking environment for their children. Outside of these activities there were 

activities for pregnant women and mothers with new-borns, but these activities promoted at the NHS 

facilities required Claudia to engage with other people in English which was a huge barrier for her. For 

that reason, Claudia decided to avoid them and focus her activities on the Spanish speaking groups 

mentioned above. However, her oldest child needed to be enrolled in a junior school at Bristol and 

this site of socialization helped her to meet the mothers of the children in the same class. 

At the junior school she met Rebecca, Annie, Mia, Vicky, Elaine, and Alisha. All of them are English 

women living in Bristol and their children are friends with Claudia’s son. 

“Rebecca is the mother of one of my son’s classmates. I met her through the school, 

and since she also has a younger daughter, we meet up either at her home or mine to 
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drink some coffee, but we haven’t reached that closeness that allows you to share 

personal difficulties, but I am sure if anyone from my trusted friends ever failed me, 

she could help me.” 

Claudia has known Rebecca since their children were in reception, almost four years, but recently 

because of their daughters’ shared age they have become closer. They go to the baby group together, 

or they organise outdoor activities for the children, which has helped them get to know each other, 

and their husbands, better. Regardless of the closeness, through the children’s activities and the four 

years they have known each other Rebecca is in the middle section of the friend’s quadrant in the 

sociogram and not the inner section of it. This will be discussed again at the end of the sub section. 

Claudia has developed a good relationship with another English parent from the school. Annie lived in 

Spain for four years; she speaks a little bit of Spanish and tries to speak ‘Spanglish’ with Claudia. Annie 

introduced herself to Claudia, her child is in the same class Claudia’s son is and they have known each 

other for more than three years. 

“We have a good relationship, but she doesn’t live in the area, and to develop a 

friendship I need more frequent contact, not just sporadic hellos. This relationship has 

gone a little bit cold.” 

Claudia likes Annie but they have not become more intimate, and she is not sure why. The 

geographical distance may be one of the reasons as the lack of frequent contact makes moving the 

relationship to the inner area of the sociogram more difficult. Claudia feels that the necessary 

elements to become closer are there but does not know why this has not happened.  

Claudia’s son has a very good relationship with Mia’s son who is in the same class. The children are 

friends and they have invited over each other to play many times. Claudia feels more distant with Mia 

that she feels with Annie.  

“I am closer with Annie than with Mia, it would be hard for me to ask her a favour, I 

don’t know why. Maybe it is because of the language. I feel more uncomfortable 

talking to her.” 

Claudia knows that if she needed any help from Mia, she would ask, but she feels it would be hard for 

her to ask her for favours because of the language. Claudia feels uncomfortable talking to Mia mainly 

because of her limited language skills.  
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“Perhaps all the people I am talking about are fascinated by talking to me, but it is me 

who feels a little bit uncomfortable for not being able to express myself as I would like 

to. So, I feel I am making them feel bored or maybe it is just my imagination.”  

Claudia has also known Vicky since their children were in reception, almost four years ago. Their 

children are close friends, but Claudia finds it hard to connect with Vicky. However, Vicky has been 

very kind and helpful with Claudia. When Claudia was working as a nurse assistant, Vicky picked up 

her child from school. She was also helping her with whatever Claudia needed and she always had a 

lot of patience to listen to Claudia speak and wait until she found the right words in English. 

“At the beginning we used to meet a lot to drink coffee because I didn’t know many 

people in the city, but our lifestyles didn’t connect at all. She doesn’t work, I am not 

very special but the only thing she was able to talk about was about the children, she 

is divorced, and I am not, and our conversation doesn’t flow.” 

Vicky is in the outer region of the sociogram even after being helpful and doing Claudia a big favour 

that requires a lot of trust – allowing her to pick her child from school. Two other single mothers are 

located in the same area of the sociogram. Elaine and Alisha are both very young, unemployed and 

spend most of their time looking after their children. Claudia feels she cannot connect with them 

because she does not think they have enough in common to be friends.  

“My problem here is the language, I am not afraid of working but is very hard for me 

to keep a conversation going… when I have the chance to speak to someone, I notice 

that they are getting bored, and they think ‘what a waste of time waiting four hours 

to tell me just this!’.”  

Claudia is unsure whether English mothers get bored listening to her or whether they just do not have 

enough patience. She has decided to tell them that she prefers not to speak, or if she has been invited 

to one of the children’s birthdays, she always says that she will be back in an hour and disappears or 

occupies herself by entertaining her baby daughter, because she does not feel communication flows.  

The same difficulties Claudia had on her arrival in Bristol are repeating in her attempts to develop ties 

with English mothers. As integration is a two-way process (Castles et al. 2001) it is a precondition for 

integration of newcomers to have an open and welcoming receiving society (Heckmann 2005). 

Rebecca, Annie, Mia and Vicky have been welcoming with Claudia, have tried to speak Spanish with 

her, have invited her into their homes and have taken care of her son. However, Claudia is still 
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struggling to develop a strong tie with the English mothers mainly because she has not been able to 

master the language or gathered the necessary cultural knowledge to tell whether the mothers are 

bored of listening to her or not. Language and cultural knowledge are a facilitator of integration  

(Gilmartin and Migge 2015) and a key element of it.  

Claudia has also established a distance from the younger mothers, and those who are unemployed 

because she feels a lack of connection between them. She did the same with Alejandra from the 

playground group who speaks Spanish, therefore this distinction between her and the younger and 

unemployed women may be associated with the differential between the embodied cultural capital 

she has perceived and not just with the English language acting as a barrier for her.  

Claudia’s sociogram and the alters within her network will be explained in detail in subsection 7.2 

Claudia: Bullying because of the accent while discussing the influence of the ties developed at the 

workplace in her social integration. 

6.4  CONCLUSIONS 

This chapter explores the ways in which family ties and parenthood experiences help the interviewees 

and their families develop dyadic ties and networks in Bristol. It shows how such experiences build 

social capital that then can be converted into other forms of capital or reinvested within the 

interviewee’s network to strengthen ties and enhance social integration. 

This chapter has shown six crucial elements that can enhance the integration process of Spanish 

migrants. These are arriving with existing ties; bringing networks along to the place of arrival; the role 

of geographical proximity in developing ties; structures and support around pregnancy; the culture of 

the city of arrival; and the role of meaningful life events in promoting feelings of integration. 

Hernan and Amanda’s story showed the value of arriving to a city with existing ties. Amanda’s parents 

were living in the city and already had long lasting networks, and their daughter and husband accessed 

their networks through them. Hernan and Amanda made the most of those networks to establish a 

life in Bristol and repaid their obligations with reciprocity (e.g., offering a place to stay in Spain for the 

summer holidays). Amanda’s parents were strong ties but when they helped Hernan to find a job, rent 

a house and get free holidays through their friends, they behaved like vertical strong ties giving 

Amanda and Hernan access to resources that were outside of their social location and allowing them 
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to access their networks. These vertical strong ties solved so many settling needs that they provided 

a fast-track to integration. 

Once the migration has happened, a way to lessen the loss of social capital is to bring the networks to 

the place of arrival. Chain migration plays a role in keeping some of the dyadic ties and networks alive, 

protecting them from the uprooting damage migration does. In this case, strong ties play an important 

role since emotional and financial support is needed when the main capital mobilised is social. Paula 

and Jose Angel are an example of convincing and encouraging family members from Spain, and friends 

and acquaintances that were unemployed in Spain to come to Bristol. In this case they brought their 

networks from Spain and with them the capital they had accumulated within the networks. 

Geographical proximity (Ryan 2007) is a key factor in tie development, particularly for mothers. New 

mothers experience a reduced ability to physically move with the baby and the required items to take 

care of them, leading them to need to carefully plan every social activity in advance. Ties that are far 

away from the mothers tend to suffer since transport time can affect some of the baby’s routines. 

Pilar and Claudia strengthened the ties with the mothers living nearby and chose the activities that 

were locally organised (e.g., Claudia’s example of choosing the theatre group over La Casita). 

The fourth element that can enhance integration are the structures and support around pregnancy, 

which can become sites of socialization and a source of ties for mothers but also fathers. This can be 

seen in Hernan and Amanda’s stories, with the antenatal classes. Furthermore, shared experience of 

parenthood can transcend what would usually be other boundaries like language, culture or class and 

could form the basis of a connection with someone, as can be seen in Pilar’s story. However, shared 

experiences of motherhood are not always productive in dyadic ties and networks. Claudia looked 

more for shared interests and lifestyles in the social connections she created and in the networks that 

she had access to. This means that the role of cultural capital for Claudia, as well as spatial proximity, 

played a part in selecting who she would or would not make a tie with. 

Social integration is a two-way process which requires the newcomer to be willing to develop ties as 

well as the local. Claudia experienced reciprocity and recognition from other school mothers that tried 

to help her with her child, included her in the children’s birthdays and tried to speak in Spanish with 

her, yet despite of all the acts of solidarity that showed a closeness and signs of being welcome, 

Claudia could not move those ties to the inner circle of her network because the language barrier was 

still present. This point recalls Castles’ assumption that speaking English is essential for social 
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integration, even when there is reciprocity in the relationship during a shared experience such as 

motherhood. 

Two elements that were not considered in the literature review were the role of culture of the host 

city, in the sense of lack of racism promoting feeling welcome, and the experience of a meaningful or 

transcendental life-event that could make someone feel that they belong. Paula, who is a Caribbean 

Spanish woman, felt much more welcome in Bristol than in Madrid where she normally experienced 

racism related to her Latin-American background; in Bristol instead, she found a welcoming Catholic 

church and an active Caribbean community that received her. Additionally, Pilar, after going through 

a difficult experience with IVF, an unexpected abortion and then a healthy full-term pregnancy felt 

that such a meaningful experience bonded her with Bristol, to the extent that she gave her baby a 

bilingual name. 

In all the cases above there are signs of two-way process integration, through strong vertical ties with 

the in-laws’ network, and a welcoming Caribbean community in a city that already had socialization 

spaces to receive Catholics and people from a Caribbean background. This highlights the features of 

Bristol as a city that caters for difference because of its multicultural history, making it a particularly 

welcoming city for migrants.  
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7 WORKPLACE AND CO-NATIONAL TIES 

7.1  INTRODUCTION 

Employment has been identified as one of the key elements of social integration (Ager and Strang 

2008; Bloch 2008; Castles et al. 2001). It promotes economic independence and with it confidence, 

optimism and empowerment (Tomlinson and Egan 2002); it also improves mental health (Zhang, Tsui, 

and Li 2016) and health in young adults (Vancea and Utzet 2017). Employment allows migrants to 

develop new ties with their co-workers, expands their language skills (Janta et al. 2012), and provides 

a space to interact with members of the host society on a daily basis (Bloch and Levy 1999:10). This 

helps them to adjust more easily to the host society than those who are unemployed (Knox and 

Refugee Council 1997). 

Employment allows migrants to learn the non-spoken norms of social interaction and the cultural 

nuances of the new place through their daily interactions with work colleagues. It is also an 

opportunity to share their own culture and experiences with them and find reciprocity among their 

colleagues. Understanding the norms and procedures of a new place is an important prerequisite to 

getting a job. 

Having a network of colleagues and being aware of the opportunities available in someone’s field of 

expertise are key elements to either to move from one job to another or to find a first job in a city 

(Moroşanu 2016). The availability of opportunities in the job market – which is one of the reasons 

Spanish migrants are moving to the United Kingdom – also affects the chances of getting a job29.  

Not all Spanish migrants come to the UK to find their ideal job or progress in their careers, some of 

them only want to find a job so they can support their lives in Bristol while they are learning English. 

Other migrants go through a process of trial and error until they secure their first job. 

Some of them already have friends in the city that can offer them job opportunities; others without 

connections capitalise on random opportunities. This chapter will examine the stories of Pilar, Claudia, 

Pedro and Galvano to demonstrate how employment and professional networks have an effect on the 

social connections they have created in Bristol and how these have affected their social integration 

outcomes. 

 

 
29 The unemployment rate in Spain is more than 3 times higher than in the UK: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-
explained/index.php/Unemployment_statistics.  

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Unemployment_statistics
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Unemployment_statistics
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7.2  PILAR: A WELCOMING ENVIRONMENT 

Pilar used to work with Emilia. After a year of working together at the school she became a friend. 

Pilar worked at the school for three years, but Emilia worked there just for one year before she decided 

to change jobs. Emilia now is an art teacher in Bristol and Pilar is one of her students. The friendship 

has gone further, and Pilar has been invited to Emilia’s birthday and socialized with her Bristol-based 

group of friends. They see each other very often and exchange WhatsApp messages with each other; 

they have celebrated their birthdays together and have asked each other for favours, and frequently 

check in with each other. Emilia is from the Basque country. 

Pilar met Rosa in the first job she had in Bristol working in a nursery. Because they had the same 

undergraduate degree they started to regularly meet for a coffee. After a while their partners met 

too, and they started to go for dinner together. 

Elly is a Colombian friend who has been living in the United Kingdom for 15 years. Pilar and Elly met 

through a Spanish friend called Nieves. Nieves used to live in Bristol, but she is now living abroad.  

They formed a group of Spanish speaking friends that routinely met at least once a month in one of 

their homes, with Rosa, Marta – the only mum of the group at that time – and Emilia. They also 

maintained close communication through messaging applications and mobile phone. While Pilar was 

able to organise her first group of friends in Bristol through work colleagues that are Spanish speakers, 

she also developed a friendship with her English-speaking colleagues but without mixing the groups. 

Cora, Lydia, Sabah, Ateera and Iesha were working at the same school Pilar used to work at. They are 

still in contact and recently Iesha and Sabah were invited for dinner at Pilar’s place. Sabah was born in 

the United Kingdom and has a Pakistani background and has 4 children. Pilar became friends with her 

because they connected with each other immediately and she discovered Sabah was very passionate 

about Spanish literature even though she does not speak Spanish. Sabah visited Pilar at the hospital 

when she had her first baby and has been available to help her too. Pilar has recently bought a house 

and Sabah had plans to visit her and see her new place. 

Iesha was born in Tanzania and came to the Bristol when she was a teenager. She has been in the city 

for more than 20 years and has had 3 children here. For Pilar, Iesha has been very easy to connect 

with and she has felt very welcomed by her.  

“Iesha and Sabah are Muslim therefore our relationship is different. If we are going to 

eat to a restaurant it needs to be halal, they don’t eat pork. But I like different cultures, 

so we go to a popular restaurant which serves halal food. I have put them in the work 

colleagues’ group, but the reality is that they are friends.” 
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For Pilar, meeting Muslim women from Bristol through work, and becoming friends with them made 

her aware of different customs to the ones she brought from Spain but also gave her the chance to 

experience new perspective and places in the city. 

All the ties Pilar has developed through work are represented in the sociogram below, which shows 

that many of her work colleagues have become strong ties and are sharing ties with each other. 

 

Figure 14: Pilar’s sociogram, underlined ties are English speakers and crosses are other ties. 

Ateera is an English woman with Pakistani roots. Ateera started to work in the school a year ago and 

Pilar helped her to settle there because she is Sabah’s cousin. Ateera has three children and the 

relationship with her happens mainly in the workplace, but they are trying to extend the friendship 

outside of work. She has been to Pilar’s new place and Pilar has been invited to Ateera’s home too. 

Pilar developed a tight relationship with a Welsh colleague called Imogen, but she left the school and 

moved out of Bristol. They tried to keep the relationship going through text messages, but the distance 

impacted on their closeness. 

“You know, if I send her a message, we could see each other but we already have 

different lives, the distance is too big and since we don’t work together anymore the 

relationship has lost its closeness.” 
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Pilar’s story about work ties is about finding people who are welcoming at work. Some of them are 

hispanophiles, predisposed to be drawn to Spanish people or being interested in their lives. But also, 

many of Pilar’s colleagues have a migrant background or are not English, and they have shown 

openness to differences. This openness has been repaid with reciprocity by Pilar, who has learned 

some of her colleagues’ customs and has embraced them.  

7.3  CLAUDIA: BULLYING BECAUSE OF THE ACCENT 

Claudia had a stable job in a public hospital in Spain, but she was facing the effects of the economic 

crisis in the public sector. 

“The public hospitals started to experiencing cutbacks, which meant my salary was 

being cut a lot, and my husband couldn’t find a job in his field.” 

Claudia has been living in Bristol for four years. She was a nursing assistant in Spain, but after arriving 

in Bristol she found a cleaning job in a hospital; she is one of the migrants who experienced deskilling 

on arrival to a new place. While she worked, she was improving her English skills, but she has had 

difficulties connecting with her work colleagues and feeling a valid participant at work. Her first 

experience of work in Bristol was not good and she was not able to make any ties like Pilar did it at 

hers. 

Claudia wanted to develop ties with her colleagues to replicate her previous experience of developing 

ties at work as nursing assistants tend to work in teams, but from the start she encountered hostility 

and felt unwelcome in the team. 

“Sometimes it doesn’t matter whether people have qualifications or not, but it matters 

their cultural level, their openness and whether they care about their colleagues’ 

feelings... They made me feel uncomfortable, for instance once at work I misspelled a 

word and they laughed at it. At the beginning I was laughing with them, but when it 

became a regular behaviour, I started to feel bad, and lost my confidence at work and 

my ability to trust other people.” 

Claudia has not made good friends at work, and it has been difficult for her to do twelve-hour shifts 

while working in pairs with people that make fun of her language skills or were assigning her the 

dirtiest and heaviest tasks at the hospital. She recognises that it must be difficult for her colleagues to 

speak with a person that does not understand a lot, but she has also worked with people she has little 

in common with for seven hours a day and she has empathized with them to make those working 

hours a better experience for both. 
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“If we are going to work for 7 hours and we are kind to each other, then we are 

going to work better those 7 hours.” 

Claudia was being bullied by three of her English colleagues. She was being sent to do tasks that were 

not her responsibility, but because she was the newest person in the team, had a low level of English, 

and she and her family needed the income, she decided to not complain. 

Claudia was so used to experiencing unfair situations at work that she had a preference between a 

variety of undeserved situations. She was being abused by her colleagues who were asking her to do 

a larger share of the work than the others, to bring things to them or clean something that was part 

of someone else’s job. The colleagues bullying her were the same grade and level as her; they were 

equals job-wise but the relationship they had was one of dominance and submissiveness. Because of 

the abuse she was getting from her colleagues she could not develop any long-term ties with any of 

her work colleagues. Instead, she ended up having a lot of self-doubt about her English skills and her 

social relations. 

“I preferred the times when they were leaving me doing the dirtiest jobs in the 

hospital instead of moments where they were making me feel bad.” 

Claudia thinks that if she had not had constant criticism of her language skills from her work 

colleagues, she would have felt more integrated. However, now that her language skills have 

improved, and she is more confident about her ability to communicate, she also feels more integrated. 
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Figure 15: Claudia's sociogram. The crosses represent the alters in her network. 

Claudia’s sociogram (Figure 15) demonstrates that most of her social ties are not related to her work 

life. This can be explained because she did not connect with the people she was working with and 

because she had a baby while living in Bristol which took her from the job market for a while. In 

addition to this because she already had a child when she arrived in Bristol, she was familiarized with 

child-oriented activities and that is why most people in her social circle are Spanish speaking mothers. 

However, work has always been important for Claudia, and she has found a new opportunity to work 

in a hospital like she did in Spain. After the bad experience at her first job in Bristol she is looking 

forward to starting the new job and she is hopeful this new opportunity will be a better experience. 

“Now at the hospital I am expecting to find a different kind of person, this is a 

nursing home so is completely different to the previous job and you can find fantastic 

people here. I hope to find good people at the new job.” 
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7.4  PEDRO: PROFESSIONAL NETWORKS 

Pedro was searching for Engineering groups on Facebook when he found Ingenieros en Bristol30, a 

group aimed at Spanish speaking engineers living in the city. However, the group was almost inactive. 

Meanwhile the Facebook group Españoles en Bristol often had messages from users asking whether 

anyone in the group knew any engineers living in Bristol, with queries about job offers or requests for 

guidance on how to get a job as an engineer in the city.  

Pedro was replying to them but eventually too many people started to ask him questions, as in the 

Facebook group old messages can be searched, and his name always appeared next to questions 

related to “engineering”. 

Pedro did not have time to reply to all the queries coming from people in the city, from Spain and from 

other Spanish speaking countries who were interested in finding an engineering job in Bristol. Hence, 

he decided to create a WhatsApp group for Spanish engineers and added the contacts he had made 

through the Facebook page to the WhatsApp group. Every time someone posted a question about 

engineering in the Facebook group Pedro asked them whether they wanted to be in a WhatsApp 

group. 

“Too many people were talking to me so I decided to create a WhatsApp group so the 

people could find help between themselves.” 

The objective of the WhatsApp group was to share information among Spanish engineers moving to 

Bristol, but it ended up with a much broader scope which included providing advice on how to prepare 

a CV, how to secure an interview with a company looking for engineers, what to say at the interview, 

and also sharing information about employers, salaries and people who were going to leave their post 

and wanted to give advice to those who might apply for the job. The members of the group were 

initially based in Bristol or in the surrounding areas, but later people who were planning to come to 

Bristol became part of the group, and then people from other UK cities, and now it has more than 70 

members across the UK. 

“I was contacted by a Spanish guy who was either in Liverpool or Manchester, a guy 

who is doing research and who needed people for his group, and he told the people 

in the group ‘If you want to apply to the job, come to Liverpool’. It’s those kinds of 

opportunities, also we give support to people who are in Bristol and don’t know how 

to take the first step.” 

 
30 Translates to Engineers in Bristol 



 

171 
 

There were many questions about how the job market works in Bristol, especially how to search for a 

job. This was Leticia’s problem. Pedro’s wife met Leticia first but then she became part of the couple’s 

closest friendship circle. Pedro added Leticia to the WhatsApp group when he realized she was an 

engineer too. 

“Actually, she wasn’t working as an engineer when we arrived in Bristol. After she met 

us and found out I was an engineer too with a full-time job she said ‘damn it! I’ve been 

here for a long time why I haven’t done the same?’, then she started to search for jobs 

and finally found a job as a civil engineer.” 

Laticia spent over a year experiencing de-skilling because she was unaware of how to find information 

about job opportunities in her area, but also because she believed she needed to speak perfect English 

to be hired. 

Leticia would not have found a job as an engineer if she had not asked Pedro about his experience and 

used the help of the WhatsApp group. Knowing other Spanish people were working as engineers in 

Bristol encouraged her to try to do the same. In this case the de-skilling was because she did not feel 

confident enough to perform as an engineer in the UK but also because she lacked knowledge of how 

to take the first step to get a job in her area of expertise. The knowledge transfer between the 

members of the WhatsApp group in addition to the demand of job market for engineers helped her 

to improve her conditions in Bristol. 

Pedro’s WhatsApp group and the Facebook group offered him not only contacts and information 

about the engineering job market but also ties with other Bristol based engineers who share similar 

cultural capital in its institutionalized state (Bourdieu 2002). From those ties he developed different 

levels of friendship and closeness with Ignacio, Leticia, Armando, Ana Maria, Raul, Fran, Javier, and 

Patricia.  

Pedro met Ignacio in a meeting organised by the Ingenieros en Bristol Facebook group.  Only four 

members turned up and Pedro became friends with Ignacio, who is a mechanical engineer living in 

Bristol. Pedro and Ignacio got on very well and they ended up establishing a closer relationship. Pedro 

has met Ignacio’s partner and Ignacio has met Pedro’s wife.  

Pedro also met Armando in Bristol, through the first physical meeting of the WhatsApp group. He is a 

telecommunications engineer who has been working in Bristol for longer than Pedro.  

“After that we arranged other meetings with the group members, the last one was 

three or fourth months ago and 20 people turned up. In the group there are between 



 

172 
 

70 to 80 people. I met all the other engineers – in the sociogram – through the 

WhatsApp group. I kept adding them and then we were meeting up.” 

Pedro was organising two types of events, one for the members of the WhatsApp group which focused 

on the professional side, and another for people he felt close to, which focused on friendship and 

closeness. It was for the people that Pedro and his other friends liked, and they were consciously 

integrating them within their closest group of friends. Thus, Pedro became a social broker or a vertical 

weak tie for those Spanish speaking engineers he decided to allow into his social circle.  

Ana Maria is an industrial engineer that Pedro met through the WhatsApp group. She lived in 

Manchester when Pedro met her, and after joining the WhatsApp group she found a job in Bristol. She 

knew about the group because Pedro was part of the “Españoles en Manchester”31 group too. Before 

coming to Bristol, Pedro was living in Manchester where he joined the Facebook group for Spanish 

people living there. In that group there were also people asking for help from other Spanish engineers 

living in Manchester, that is when Pedro told Ana Maria about the WhatsApp group. Pedro was also 

sharing graduate job offers in the WhatsApp group. The WhatsApp group is not just for Spanish 

engineers living in Bristol.  

“In fact, there are people outside of the UK – from the Dominican Republic – there is a 

guy, well not the guy the wife in this case that told me her husband was looking for an 

engineering job in the United Kingdom and that she would like her husband to be in 

the WhatsApp group.” 

The wife found out about the WhatsApp group through Españoles en Bristol, which is where most 

people find out about it. The most common question that leads to the WhatsApp group is a post asking 

whether there is an engineer who knows how to help the user find a job. That is how the engineer 

from the Dominican Republic joined the WhatsApp group. Pedro did not know he was outside of the 

European Union, he just replied to his wife’s question and told her about the WhatsApp group. They 

replied telling Pedro they had a Spanish passport and that they were thinking about coming to Bristol. 

As Vertovec (2002:2) suggested, transnational networks have an active role in the movement of 

“contemporary skilled workers”.  

Pedro has found friendship through the WhatsApp group. Many of these ties began to interrelate with 

his and his wife’s personal ties, becoming strong ties, which can be seen by the lines connecting alters 

in the sociogram below. He has included some work colleagues in his friendship area, but they are not 

connected to any other tie within his network, since Pedro “prefers to keep groups apart”. 

 
31 Translates to Spaniards living in Manchester. 
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Figure 16: Pedro's sociogram, shows how the engineers he has met through the group. The crosses represent ties. 

Through the WhatsApp group, Pedro has provided support to people looking for a job or just trying to 

understand the job market in Bristol. However, he has not used the online groups to ask for help to 

get a job. 

“I’ve never asked for help. I was using trial and error, the scientific method. I was 

sending my CV, if it didn’t work, then I changed something on it. I was doing the same 

with the salary I was asking for. If I was going to London I was thinking ‘London is 

expensive, I’ll ask for X instead’. If they said that I was asking too much or the salary 

was too high, then I changed it. So, I was testing their response. To be honest it did go 

well, I found a job and my salary isn’t bad at all.” 

Pedro’s WhatsApp group started as a way to help other engineers find the information they were 

looking for through the aggregated input of all the group members, but then it became source of 

friendship, networking and also a source of information for engineers abroad. 

Pedro has been working in the same company for 5 years but has developed his closest ties with just 

two colleagues from the nine people he works with: Finlay and Owen. 
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“Finlay came from Glasgow and started as a graduate and I don’t think he has many 

friends here in Bristol, so he called me a lot to meet up in town and I’ve been out with 

him many times.”  

They normally go out with Owen who is from Wales. They sit in a café or go out at night, but the last 

time he did this was just before his child was born. 

Pedro has become a father recently and having a child has reduced his contact with some of his work 

colleagues as he cannot stay out until late and has new priorities. He used to go to the pub a lot with 

Finlay and Owen, the youngest guys at work. He did not socialize outside of work with many other 

colleagues because they were older and they had families, and now he is going through the same 

circumstances the older colleagues were. 

Pedro’s social life is surrounded by Spanish engineers that have migrated to Bristol and become 

friends. His other two non-Spanish friends are Finlay and Owen, they are British but in a similar way 

to newcomers arriving in Bristol they were also bereft of social ties. 

Pedro feels integrated in Bristol because he has familiarized with the city and feels comfortable there: 

“When I arrived in Bristol I thought ‘ugh this is very strange’, I didn’t feel comfortable 

and when I was out in the street watching people’s faces, I thought ‘this is not my 

thing’. It was like when you go on a holiday trip and you are there, but it doesn’t feel 

natural.” 

Pedro feels integrated now, he is comfortable in the city and its spaces. Knowing the city better made 

him feel more comfortable, but what started to make him feel integrated was a mix between this and 

having friends to do outdoor activities with outside of the work environment. He feels totally 

integrated but it took him a while to get there.  

Researcher: How long do you think it took you to feel integrated?  

Pedro: A lot to be honest, I believe it took me between three to four years, until very 

recently I didn’t feel integrated. I would say three years. 

7.5  GALVANO: BUILDING TIES AT WORK 

Galvano came from Spain because he could not find a stable job. He was moving from one low paid 

job to another with no prospect of prospering or getting work in his area of knowledge. He also saw 

many of his friends leaving Madrid and travelling to London looking for better opportunities.  
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Galvano always wanted to experience living abroad though his first preference was not the United 

Kingdom; he wanted to go either to Australia, Canada or the United States.  The cost of coming to the 

UK, the European membership and the closeness to his family made him change his decision. He had 

friends living in London, but he was not tempted to go to the capital because the rent prices were too 

high in comparison to the salaries. Instead, he searched for better places to go than London and he 

found information on Bristol from two Facebook groups, Españoles en Bristol and Bristoleños.  

The benefits of coming to Bristol instead of London were direct flights, almost no unemployment in 

comparison to Spain, the quality of life of the city, and the fact that a friend of a friend was living here 

and could offer him a place to stay and a job. The opportunity was ideal since Galvano did not want 

to work as a kitchen porter or as a waiter because he ‘already did that kind of job in Madrid’. 

He travelled with a close friend who also wanted to come to Bristol, but once they arrived, the 

opportunities disappeared. The friend could not host or provide him with a job. They quickly found a 

place with other Spanish people, a place without heating or hot water and with people behaving badly. 

The first weeks were hard for Galvano because he only had 3 months of savings to live in Bristol, but 

he found a job in in a fashion shop in the city centre. Elsa, the store manager who hired him, was also 

Spanish.  

After two weeks working in the shop, he and his friend started to look for a new place to live but their 

English skills were a huge limitation. They could not communicate properly with the landlord, so 

Galvano asked for some help from his Spanish boss: Elsa. 

“We got the house with our horrendous English thanks to Elsa. She helped us to 

understand each other and to negotiate the conditions. Elsa is a very intelligent 

woman.” 

Galvano did not know Elsa before the job interview, but she helped him to get a job at the store, as 

well as using her spare time to chat with the landlord and discuss the conditions of the contract. 

Through Elsa, Galvano met other people that became part of his life in Bristol. However, the most 

important source of ties for him has been his workplace. He worked in the fashion store for two years 

and met several Spanish people working there. Clara is one of them and is the only friend from the 

fashion store who is still living in Bristol. Together with Clara, Anton and Oriol are some of the few 

friends he has met in Bristol through work that are still living here. 

“People here are just passing through. It could sound bad, but they can’t endure more 

than one or two years here and then they leave. Maybe they have a different life plan, 
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or they move to another city, other country or just go back to Spain. Friends here just 

last for six months. I am already tired of this, sometimes I don’t even want new people 

because you know you’ll be saying goodbye pretty soon.” 

Galvano has been in Bristol for three years and it has been difficult for him to retain friendships 

because of the high turnover of Spanish migrants in Bristol, which also makes the development of 

support networks more difficult. However, there is something else impacting the development of 

social capital; the time invested and the pending debts/commitments that will not be repaid.  

Social capital needs investment of labour-time, resources, and other forms of capital to be developed, 

and the exchanges of favours, resources, information, and emotional support create a debt in the 

receiving individual. Once the individual leaves the city, this debt is unlikely to be repaid. Social capital 

is also attached to the group in which this exchange has happened. For this reason, Galvano feels he 

does not want to meet new people, because the investment he is making is not being repaid in the 

formation of a broader social network. 

It is also difficult for someone working full time, with limited time and ties in the workplace to 

develop new long-lasting friendships. The capital investment Galvano is making is not giving him the 

social profits he was expecting, hence his frustration with making new friendships. 

Mario was a close friend of Galvano’s flatmate, Jonan. When Mario came to Bristol, Jonan told him 

Galvano had a managerial position at a company and that he was hiring Spanish people to be part of 

his team. Mario then met Galvano and asked him several times whether there was a place for him in 

Galvano’s team until Galvano offered him a job. 

“Mario made me lose the desire to help. He was very nice with me before I hired him 

and just at the beginning after hiring him. But then when I was arriving home and he 

and Jonas were there, instead of talking to me they were going straight to Jonan’s 

room. At that time, I was thinking ‘you are here directly or indirectly because of me, is 

this the respect you are going to offer me’? He doesn’t need to be my friend, but isn’t 

he going to offer me respect and gratitude?” 

Mario was living with Galvano for a month and a half and then he went back to Spain. The last 15 days 

before going back to Spain he stayed with Galvano and Jonan, and he did not say thank you or offer 

Galvano any payment for the time he stayed living at his place. 

“I didn’t get any thank you, financial or emotional. Nothing. Mario as much as Jonan 

were ungrateful and I think they took advantage of me and because of that I don’t 

have a desire to help anyone else.” 
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However, Galvano is still helping people. He has used his contacts to provide job opportunities to 

people he barely knows. He has helped people into employment at the fashion store and his current 

team comprises Spanish people he has hired. It is possible he was willing to help anyone in need, 

regardless of the personal benefit he could take, because was expecting ‘that those assisted would 

quickly become sources of social and material support’ (Smith 2005:41). 

7.5.1 Colonizing the workplace 

When Galvano arrived in Bristol, he tried to meet people outside of the Spanish speaking community 

to improve his English. He tried the “mission impossible” of making a British friend, but he ended up 

developing ties with Spanish speakers and other migrants. Now, he normally socializes with foreign 

people, mainly from the European Union and Spain. 

As time passed, Galvano got used to the fact that people entering his life were not natives, and his day 

to day socializing only happened with Spanish speakers. He needs this because his plans to make 

British friends did not work out. 

“I want to integrate and adapt, but when you arrive here you realise that integration 

happens with people who have your same language and culture. Spaniards, Italians, 

Latin Americans and Polish people.” 

For Galvano thinking in English all the time made him feel very tired. He was trying to meet other 

Spanish people to avoid the effort of thinking in English, so he could relax. Even after three years living 

in Bristol and having improved his language skills, speaking in Spanish requires less effort and helps 

him recover from the mental burden of speaking in English all day.  

Sometimes at work Galvano’s English gets worse instead of improving. There are two reasons for this. 

One is the percentage of Spanish speakers in Galvano’s team, which has increased since he has arrived. 

This has made communication at work much easier for him because they speak in Spanish between 

themselves. However, Galvano has felt bullied by some of his colleagues, not for speaking Spanish but 

for having a strong accent and supposedly for not having a good level of English.  

European as well as British born people have bullied him. Galvano thinks his English level, vocabulary 

and understanding is superior to the English skills of some of the European colleagues that are making 

fun of him. 

Galvano has been bullied mainly by women at work, two of them eastern European and one British. 

The three women have been at the workplace for longer than Galvano and they were unhappy with 

Galvano’s arrival in the company, and with the fact he was their boss.  
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When Galvano needed to recruit new people, he started to recruit Spanish speakers, since he was the 

manager and responsible for running his department. Since he started running the department, he 

has hired Magda, a Polish woman and friend of Anton and who moved near to Galvano. They drive to 

work together every day. Galvano hired Andres, Mary, Dorota, Roberto, Pepa, Jose, Carla, and Maria 

Gracia, as seen in the ‘work’ quadrant below.  

 

Figure 17: Galvano's sociogram shows the relevance of the work quadrant in the constellation of ties. 

Maria Gracia got in contact with Galvano through Bristoleños and for months was asking Galvano for 

a job. Initially he did not want to help anybody else, but “she was so constant and polite that she 

deserved a chance”. Maria Gracia knew about Galvano because whenever jobs were available in the 

company that he was aware of, he shared them on the Facebook group. 

Carla worked for a long time as a cleaner in a school and wanted to change jobs, so a friend of hers 

who used to work in the same company as Galvano told her to get in contact with him. Galvano offered 

her some help to prepare her for the job interview. Her application for the job was successful. 

“She (Carla) always sent me a message after work to ask me how I am doing. For me 

it is very difficult to meet new people, the people that I know have come from work 

and I am very lucky to have them. Who wants to go out with their boss? Almost no 
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one. I would prefer to have friends outside of work but in the end, they are all from 

here (pointing to work quadrant in the sociogram) … All of my friendships apart from 

Anton and Oriol, I’ve met them at work.” 

Galvano recognises he feels responsible for the Spanish people asking him for help. He does not know 

how to explain the feeling, but he thinks it is connected to the hardship he is enduring living abroad. 

Galvano does not feel included or excluded in Bristol. The only experiences he has of being approached 

by someone aiming to start a conversation with him are drunk people in a shop or at bus stop. 

“[pointing to an adjacent table in the café] Look at that table, they are all British, there 

isn’t anyone from Europe, they don’t include anyone, they only mingle between 

themselves! The first thing is the language barrier, they don’t want to talk to you if 

they need to make a little bit of an effort. I am not saying they are mean, but they 

don’t help. I am talking about their fake politeness; they say they are not racist, but 

they don’t include anyone.”  

Even though Galvano’s experiences with English people have made him feel excluded, he thinks his 

future is in Bristol because he is approaching his 40s and it is very difficult for someone in their 40s to 

find a job in Spain. He misses the weather and his friends; however, he feels lucky to have a good job 

here. 

“From my perspective I need to accept that there’s nothing in Spain waiting for me. 

Although, I miss my family and friends this is my reality.” 

After trying different approaches, Galvano realized that the only way he could develop a social circle 

was through his job. He has been hiring people and using his power to help other Spaniards that are 

in need. He was providing jobs because of the empathy he had with the circumstances of some of the 

people applying, but he was also building a community around him of people who felt gratitude 

toward his kindness. Galvano was using his social location as a vertical tie to build social capital for 

himself and reduce the minority feeling he had. 

7.6  CONCLUSIONS 

This chapter has explored the effect employment and professional networks have on the development 

of social connections and integration outcomes of Pilar, Claudia, Pedro, and Galvano, and found five 

themes that arose from their experiences: migrants sticking together, the difficulty of developing 

friendships with natives, hostility and bullying at work, labour-time capital investments, and 
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overcoming de-skilling with capital conversions. In addition to these, there were five unexpected 

findings from outside of the literature. 

Migrants sticking together was a theme in Pilar, Pedro and Galvano’s stories. In Pilar’s case there are 

ties in her network who have been migrants or who come from migrant families. These were the more 

welcoming colleagues Pilar had and they were not co-national; it is possible that people that have 

direct or indirect experience of migration are consciously more empathic towards others that share 

the position. For the same reason Galvano, who has experienced hardship, tries to help Spaniards 

looking for jobs; he feels there is a moral duty to provide aid to people experiencing hardship. This 

does not only happen with co-nationals; he has also employed and helped Polish and Latin American 

people. In addition to this Galvano has used his social location to populate his work environment with 

more people like him to create the welcoming environment that he did not have when he started his 

job. Galvano in a way behaves like a vertical weak tie, a gatekeeper of opportunities who expects 

friendship in exchange. 

Pedro on the other hand has relied more on the professional network he has created for Spanish 

speaking people rather than work colleagues, developing strong ties that have also connected the 

wives of the group. However, there are two work colleagues that Pedro has connected with, who are 

also migrants. Finlay from Scotland and Owen from Wales always invite Pedro to go out. Finlay and 

Owen do not seem to have many ties in the city, which implies that internal migrants may experience 

similar difficulties to Spanish migrants in socially integrating in the place of arrival. Co-nationals or not, 

people with a migration story in their family or their own life (for example second generation migrants) 

have demonstrated warmth to the interviewees and been more welcoming of newcomers.  

It is ‘mission impossible’ to make friends with British people said Galvano and, like Adrian from section 

5.4 , he has had difficulties accessing native networks. Additionally, and in the same way Adrian did, 

he has retreated to socialising with co-nationals and Polish nationals. They both observed their social 

location and the possibilities of outcomes and social connections for people who are not proficient in 

English and that cannot comprehend English cultural nuances. Like Adrian, Galvano felt the meaningful 

connections he can maintain are the ones he developed mainly with other co-nationals. 

There is outright hostility and bullying from some British and European people in these stories. Again, 

this raises issue of integration being a two-way process. Claudia and Galvano had unwelcoming and 

difficult experiences with their colleagues, who did not see them as equal even though they were 

sharing the same work environment. In both stories they were the ‘new’ employee; Claudia as a 

cleaner (at an equal grade to her bullies) and Galvano as the head of the department. This implies that 

the formal hierarchy at work holds less power than the power of being accomplished at a language 
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and could explain the vulnerability they experience. In this case the hostile behaviour of their 

colleagues did not allow them to develop ties, making the relationship initially a one-way process 

which prevented integration from happening. 

Labour-time capital investments matter, as can be seen by the outcome the WhatsApp group creation 

and maintenance had on Pedro’s social network. Galvano invested his free time in helping other 

Spaniards to access jobs which ended up being a productive way to develop friendships. However, 

Pedro has got what he needs out of the conversion (extended networks, comfortable job); while 

Galvano has not always received the desired respect or recognition for his efforts, losing his social 

capital investment and making him more cautious about helping people. 

Deskilling is another theme that arose from the stories; Claudia came as a nurse assistant but got a 

job as cleaner which did not make good use of her skills. However, when she invested in cultural capital 

(embodied and institutional), her language proficiency improved and allowed her to find a job as a 

nurse assistant. Leticia, through the support the Engineering professional network provided to her just 

because she was included in the WhatsApp group (being an engineer was the sign of recognition), was 

able to move from a pub job to an engineering job and fulfil her potential. In both cases capital 

conversions, cultural and social respectively allowed them to improve their social location. 

One of the unexpected findings outside of the literature that has come up in some of the interviews 

is how hispanophiles, who admire Spanish culture, are more willing and enthusiastic in engaging with 

Spanish speaking people. Some of them have learned Spanish, others like Spanish literature which 

makes them more receptive and welcoming when they meet someone from Spain, as demonstrated 

in Pilar’s story. Hispanophiles are good candidates to become ties or to include the newcomer in their 

networks. 

Digital platforms are a key tool for migrants to enable connections and exchange information that 

eventually could help them to transform those ties into networks. Examples of this can be seen in the 

professional networks developed by Pedro and the Facebook posts Galvano has made in Españoles en 

Bristol and Bristoleños to recruit Spanish employees for his team and for his personal network, since 

any act of support from Galvano might have been an attempt to assist ‘tied to his own social and 

economic vulnerability’ (Smith 2005:31). 

Being a migrant changes the rules of social engagement. Not being able to develop and maintain social 

ties was one of the enduring hardships Galvano experienced in Bristol, to the point he was feeling 

frustrated at how the labour-time he was putting into developing connections in the city was being 

wasted whenever recipients left the city. It took him some time to realize the difference between 
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people that were coming to have an experience abroad and people who were coming to stay. Once 

he understood the context in which he was embedded, he developed a strategy to overcome his lack 

of ties by hiring Spanish speaking people. This situation was new to him; he had always lived in Madrid, 

had a stable group of friends that he had built over the years because he had roots there and time to 

gradually grow friendships. In Spain he spoke the language and understood the cultural nuances within 

his friendship group; with nobody to act as a social or cultural broker for him, he could not feel 

integrated in Bristol. 

Knowing the city or being familiar with it, the roads, buildings and how the city functions came up as 

theme that explained why Pedro, similarly to Paula from chapter 6, felt integrated. This thesis 

proposes that social integration can be understood through the dyadic ties and networks that are 

developed in the place of arrival and feeling comfortable in the city does not fit with this perspective. 

However, it is possible that “knowing the city made me feel integrated” may relate to the familiarity, 

understanding the rules and codes that give order to the daily life. Through the lens that this research 

is using to look at social integration, this may be a form of cultural capital; having cultural awareness 

of the place of arrival. 
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8 CONCLUSIONS 

The question at the centre of this research concerns understanding the social integration process of 

Spanish migrants arriving in Bristol. To understand this process, this thesis has examined the capitals 

migrants bring with them, the creation of social capital and the structures by which they mobilize their 

capitals to socially integrate. The four empirical chapters have observed and analysed the social 

integration of Spanish migrants by looking at the arrival and settling process in Bristol, their capital 

conversions, the ties developed throughout parenthood/family related networks, and the relationship 

between ties and professional networks, respectively.  

The result of this exploration has led to three contributions to knowledge and to the networks and 

migration literature. Two of the contributions are empirical and have helped to understand the social 

integration process of Spanish migrants in Bristol. The third contribution is conceptual and fits into a 

recent trend that looks at migration studies through a migrant capital (capitals, networks, and 

migration) perspective and adds to and tests ideas about the importance of ladders/lifts and social 

location. 

A fourth wave of migration out of Spain was triggered by the financial crisis of 2007 which created a 

steady influx of Spanish nationals to the United Kingdom. A proportion of this fourth wave arrived in 

Bristol between 2008 and 2017. There was no evidence about their integration experiences and little 

demographic information from the local authority since the last census happened in 2011, when this 

phenomenon was starting. Although there is no clarity about the total Spanish population living in 

Bristol, knowing that migration is not a transitory phenomenon (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2000) and 

taking into account that 5890 Spaniards requested settled status in the city recently  (GOV.UK 2021), 

the first contribution of this research provides a closer exploration of this understudied phenomenon 

in Bristol. 

The thesis has provided qualitative knowledge about the Spanish population living in Bristol. Most of 

the information that was available previously came from quantitative sources such as the Office for 

National Statistics (ONS), Bristol City Council, Department for Work and Pensions, the Instituto 

Nacional de Estadisticas (Spanish ONS) and Jendrissek’s (2016) research on Spaniards and 

employment in the United Kingdom.  It was difficult to ascertain the importance of the communities 

that migrant pioneers were building in the city using this demographic information, and the available 

data did not allow understanding of how they were using their capitals to socially integrate. This 

research used qualitative data to shed light on this phenomenon by studying the integration of 27 

individuals and looking at their motivations, networks, dyadic ties, and social outcomes. 
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8.1  FIRST CONTRIBUTION 

Spanish migrants’ motivations to come to the United Kingdom are varied. The interview data showed 

that motivations include learning the English language to improve their employability in Spain, 

experiencing life abroad, finding a job to escape unemployment, supporting family back at home, 

progressing in their careers, accessing employment opportunities not available in Spain, better 

work/life balance, finding better conditions to start a business, enrolling in a postgraduate 

programme, family reunion, and in some cases following the group to try new experiences.  

As expected, migrants’ decisions to migrate were triggered by structural pressures (Van Hear, 

Bakewell, and Long 2018) mainly by the employment crisis which was the main push factor for 

Spaniards to leave the country (Bermudez and Brey 2017). The reason for a large portion of Spanish 

migrants coming to the United Kingdom were its pull factors such as the principle of free movement32, 

a healthy British labour market (Blanchflower and Lawton 2009), and English being an international 

language (D’Angelo and Kofman 2017). These pull factors that have been identified previously (Castles 

2013; Lowell and Findlay 2001; Parkins 2010) do not explain why migrants chose Bristol above other 

cities. 

This thesis proposes there are four elements that makes Bristol unique and attractive to Spanish 

migrants based on the 27 interviews: the available information about the city, a vibrant online 

community, Bristol’s location and characteristics, and the openness of Bristol residents.  

8.1.1 Information about Bristol 

Most of the interviewees found out about Bristol either through friends, acquaintances or by searching 

online. The large number of articles written about the city heading many rankings situated Bristol as 

one of the kindest cities, with the best street art, best nightlife, best student life, best for creativity, 

best city to raise a family, best city to live in, most attractive city in the UK and Europe, and highlighted 

its selection as green capital 2015. All of these rankings were appealing for a group of Spaniards that 

tend to be on the younger side of the demographic spectrum (18-35) which is the majority of the 

Spanish migrants that came to the United Kingdom (Jendrissek 2016) and the most affected by the 

lack of opportunities in Spain (García López 2014; Moreno Mínguez 2015; Valle 2013).  

8.1.2 Online community 

In addition to the availability of information, the existence of an active and responsive online 

community provided advice, information, and support to their co-nationals asking questions in either 

the Españoles en Bristol Facebook page or the Bristoleños website. These websites often echoed the 

 
32 This has changed since United Kingdom has departed from European Union membership. 
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premise of the articles mentioned above, emphasising the positive qualities of choosing Bristol. The 

online community was a source of insight into Bristol life but also a community to ask for help in times 

of need such as finding a place to sleep or getting quick access to a professional network (Chapter 6 

and 7). Moreover, there are smaller communities associated with the ones mentioned above. 

Catalonians, Basques, and Andalusians have their own communities separate from Españoles en 

Bristol; some of them participate in both communities, while others just in one. These reflects the 

heterogeneity of the Spanish migrant population and in some cases the importation of national 

divisions into their life in Bristol. 

8.1.3 Bristol location and characteristics 

Bristol’s location and connectivity was also attractive for the sample. The city has 4 motorways (M4, 

M5, M32, M48) connecting it to Wales, London and the southwest, making it easier to reach other 

major cities, the coast, and areas of outstanding natural beauty. Furthermore, Bristol has its own 

airport with direct flights to most of the major cities in Spain. Most of these flights are with low-cost 

airlines which makes easy to buy a ticket to Bristol, to return home for holidays, or go back if needed. 

London, which is very well connected too, was in many cases the city that participants first thought of 

when considering travelling to the UK. Yet when comparing rent, salaries and daily commuting, Bristol 

offered better options. Being far from London meant rent prices and the cost of living were affordable 

for economic migrants33. The size of the city and its walkability was mentioned in the interviews as 

part of its attractiveness. Some participants wanted to experience life in a city but did not want to live 

in a mega metropolis, for them Bristol had the right size and offered many amenities of a metropolis 

such as ample green areas, walks, regional events (Balloon festival, St Pauls Carnival, arts trails, and 

craft markets), cultural centres, theatres, opera, cinemas, restaurants, and an active night life. 

Bristol’s location was crucial because of its weather. From the sample 21 participants had come from 

the central, southern, coastal and islands regions of Spain where weather tends to be warmer than 

UK weather. Many of the interviewees who were aware of the UK’s rainy climate said they wanted to 

live in a city with a good climate and for that reason they looked for southern cities instead of northern 

ones. This priority may have brought Spaniards that were not willing to live in more northern areas to 

Bristol.  

Many of the Spanish migrants travelling to the UK were not proficient in English. Eighteen participants 

from the sample arrived in Bristol with either no English or a level ranging from basic to moderate 

 
33 The sample’s residential distribution clustered in the city centre which is reflected in the fact that 22 participants lived 
either in the city centre or next to it (BS1, BS2, BS3, BS4, BS5, BS6, BS8). 
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language skill. Choosing Bristol, for some Spaniards, was related to the wide offer of language 

academies but also to the local accent which was easier to understand than northern accents.  

Between 2008 and 2015 Bristol had an active labour market, healthy economic growth and a growing 

population (Martin et al. 2019) which offered better opportunities than the ones available in Spain. 

The whole sample had the profile of economic migrant, making the availability of jobs an important 

factor in their decision. 

8.1.4 Bristol residents 

Lastly, Bristol has been ranked as one of the kindest cities to live in (HuffPost UK 2016). Spanish 

migrants living in the UK ranked it as the most welcoming after Edinburgh (1st), Brighton (2nd) and 

Birmingham (3rd) (Bristolenos 2017) through a survey with 2800 participants from the Bristolenos.com 

website. These sources of information are from 2016 and 2017 and is unlikely that the degree to which 

the city was welcoming was the main consideration before migrating. However, the fact that the city 

has been welcoming to the migrant pioneers, and their positive experience, may have influenced their 

perception of the city and the referral as a place to migrate. More examples of this trait of being 

welcoming will be discussed in the following section while discussing social and cultural brokers. 

It is important to mention that the decision to come to Bristol was not related only to the information 

available, the online community, to any specific characteristic of the city or the kindness of its 

residents but rather to a mix of characteristics, personal preferences, networks, and opportunities 

available for Spanish migrants. 

8.2  SECOND CONTRIBUTION 

8.2.1 Integration as a two-way process 

This thesis has focused on studying the social integration of Spanish migrants through the 

development of and access to dyadic ties and networks respectively. Therefore, when looking at the 

core domain of integration (Ager and Strang 2008) this research focused on  the development of social 

connections as one aspect of integration, as well as  two facilitators of social integration (language and 

cultural knowledge/ awareness).  

Regarding social connections, in this research some interviewees experienced difficulties integrating 

into someone’s network, a community, or a group of people if none of these individuals were willing 

to welcome them. The same happened the other way around, if the interviewee did not put effort 

into developing a dyadic tie, accessing a network, and maintaining those interactions with the people 

living in the place of arrival. These two situations made social integration challenging.  
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Social integration is a two-way process; this means that it requires two sides willing to develop a link 

with each other. The idea of two-way integration has been long established by integration scholars 

(Castles et al. 2001; Spencer and Charsley 2016). This research has found evidence of such a process 

in the social integration of Spaniards in Bristol through certain types of ties that I have called social 

and cultural brokers, that could be linked to the idea of ladders or vertical ties (Ryan 2016).  

In addition to the two-way social investment needed for connections to happen, there were some 

facilitators that helped the process of integration. These facilitators were language and cultural 

knowledge/awareness (Ager and Strang 2008; Davda, Gallagher, and Radford 2018; Gilmartin and 

Migge 2015). When these were not present in interactions with natives, they became barriers to 

overcome when developing social connections. If the barriers were not overcome, then the 

integration of newcomers became focused on developing ties either with Spanish speakers (including 

British and other nationals who were bilingual) and co-nationals – with the other outcome being to 

not integrate at all. 

8.2.1.1 Social brokers 

When looking at the evidence of tie development presented in this thesis, inflexion points during the 

settling process were found in many of the stories shared by the participants. These points in many 

cases marked the transition between being disconnected and being socially connected for the first 

time in Bristol. The inflexion point was a social broker that created a connection which sometimes 

meant a friend or someone to talk to but could also have been a gate to a wider network and 

opportunities that were not available to the newcomer through his or her own means. Ryan (2011, 

2016) has described the process of accessing resources from a different social location as a ladder or 

vertical bridge, but without the normative characteristics of Putnam’s social capital perspective. 

Instead, the idea of ties acting as ladders uses a resources approach (Bourdieu 2002; Granovetter 

1973). This is by providing access to resources that improve the migrants’ social outcomes or give an 

advantage and that are outside of the individual’s social location.  

In this thesis the social broker became a ladder to a network in Bristol that the newcomer did not have 

before arriving. Social brokers were those individuals in the interviewee’s network that provided 

access to a social relationship and/or to their networks when they had few or no social connections in 

Bristol. Therefore, social brokers are vertical ties or ladders that help the newcomers to access a better 

social location in terms of number of ties and access to networks. 

The relevance of social brokers is that if integration is a two-way process, then brokers accepting 

newcomers into their lives and networks by developing a social connection is a way to integrate the 

newcomer into a group of people. When the newcomer reciprocates this by investing time in the 
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relationship we can find evidence of the two-way process of integration (Erel and Ryan 2018; Korac 

2003). 

Social brokers in this research were natives, co-nationals, other Spanish speakers, or EU and non-EU 

migrants, and they had established various types of connection with research participants including 

romantic partner, colleague, classmate, co-national and Christian tie (shared religiosity). There were 

also family members or old friends that acted as social brokers but additionally as vertical strong ties 

giving newcomers access to resources and networks that are only attainable with a long-term 

investment in a social connection. These vertical strong ties did not act as ladders but lifts because of 

their efficiency in transferring resources to newcomers in a short amount of time. 

Most of the social brokers that were previously unknown to the newcomers initially took the shape of 

vertical weak ties.  This meant the social connection created between the newcomer and the resident 

was unique and neither of them shared a third tie between them, but since ties change over time, 

some of these ties lapsed or became strong ties.  

8.2.1.2 Cultural brokers 

Another empirical finding was the role that some ties had in translating the cultural aspects of life and 

socialization in Bristol that were very different from the ones experienced by the newcomer back in 

Spain.  

I have named the role individuals have when explaining language, culture and social awareness of the 

place of arrival to newcomers ‘cultural brokers’. Many of the cultural brokers were also social brokers 

and by extension the interaction of the newcomer with their broker’s network helped them to gain 

cultural knowledge and awareness, and to understand the different rules around socializing in Bristol. 

However, not all the cultural brokers were social brokers or became strong ties in the long term. Many 

of the individuals acting as cultural brokers appeared when Spaniards were having difficulties with 

communicating or understanding a particular context, and they disappeared after the interaction.  

The lack of cultural knowledge about the place of arrival and the inability to speak English have been 

catalogued as barriers that make the integration process more difficult (Ager and Strang 2008; 

Gilmartin and Migge 2015). For instance, the Home Office (2006) considers that not being able to 

speak English in the UK is an obstacle for newcomers’ full participation in society. For Gilmartin and 

Migge (2015) being able to speak the local language and understand cultural nuances were not 

indicators of integration but facilitators of integration. This is because integration can happen with co-

nationals and other people that share similar characteristics. Hence, the cultural brokers that 

translated language and culture briefly removed the ‘barriers’ to integration while facilitating the 
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understanding between residents and newcomers. From this perspective it can be said that cultural 

brokers were facilitating the two-way integration process. 

In some cases, cultural brokers helped by translating, negotiating, explaining procedures and what is 

socially acceptable, facilitating actions (renting a flat, getting a National Insurance Number, paying 

taxes), and becoming intermediaries between the cultural knowledge the newcomer had and the 

cultural knowledge necessary to enable social integration in Bristol.  

Cultural brokers were important in decoding the Anglo-Saxon culture to someone coming from a 

Spanish-Latin culture by translating cultural nuances, practices and the zeitgeist of the place that was 

foreign to the newcomer; but on many occasions it also meant translating from English to Spanish.  

In some cases, the interactions with cultural brokers acted as the first steps to developing a weak tie; 

if there was enough time and investment between the cultural broker and newcomer, the relationship 

could strengthen, as was seen in some of the chapters. 

The importance of the cultural brokers, whether they were social brokers or not, was that they took 

the time to listen, understand the situation and mediate to help Spaniards. From this perspective, 

cultural brokers were facilitating integration by translating the language and mediating any cultural 

misinterpretations, but also by taking the time to help they were showing hospitality and being 

welcoming to Spanish migrants. The question here is: what were the motivations of cultural brokers 

to show hospitality to the newcomers? 

8.2.1.3 Co-national ties 

This thesis has demonstrated how the development of social connections is a key part of the 

integration process and how the existence of social and cultural brokers facilitated it. In some of the 

stories collected for this thesis, the social brokers were co-nationals who had been long-term residents 

of Bristol. Therefore, in many cases the gate these social brokers were opening for the newcomers led 

to a room full of co-nationals. Inside the co-nationals’ networks there were Spaniards who had some 

English-speaking acquaintances and others whose network solely comprised Spanish speakers. 

Many participants in this research were looking to establish social connections, preferably with locals, 

rather than connecting with newcomers like themselves – especially those that could not wait to have 

a full English experience. Since language and cultural awareness are key elements to establish and 

cultivate relationships with locals, those who spoke English had an advantage in achieving their goal 

to establish connections with Bristol residents over those who did not. However, there were cases in 

which newcomers who were able to speak the language after learning it at a language school were 

not able to keep lasting ties with locals and fell back into their co-national community to socialize. 
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It has been observed in this thesis that those who had the language, but could not establish 

connections with the locals, seemed to have a limited cultural knowledge of the people of Bristol and 

their socialization practices. Boundaries that were acceptable within a Spanish speaking group could 

be too personal with locals. This highlights the importance of cultural knowledge and awareness. In 

addition to this, social spaces were a relevant factor in explaining the difficulties in socially connecting 

with locals, especially where migrants did not share social spaces with natives in ways that would 

facilitate social interactions and the opportunities to develop ties. Some interviewees used their work 

contacts to develop social connections instead of finding people with similar interests and views 

outside work. 

Other Spaniards who lacked both English skills and understanding of the cultural nuances in terms of 

socialization with the locals, also had difficulties in establishing connections with natives. Instead, 

these Spaniards put their efforts in developing social connections within their co-national networks. 

In both cases the social integration process happened exclusively with other co-nationals.  Because of 

the shared language and cultural similarities, social connections with co-nationals seemed to happen 

easily, with less effort as they kept speaking their original language and following the same social 

codes they used back at home. For some of the interviewees that wanted to develop social 

connections with locals, their integration outcomes make them feel frustrated; for others it was a 

relief to not engage in the time consuming and long-lasting effort of making friends with locals. In both 

situations, interviewees felt that they were living socially fulfilling lives with their co-national networks 

in Bristol.  

So far, I have mentioned co-national ties instead of co-ethnic ties, because most of the interviewees’ 

networks comprised a combination of Spaniards from different regions and backgrounds apart from 

three cases. The first case was an interviewee from the Basque country, the second was from Catalonia 

and the third from the Caribbean community. The participant from the Basque country had some 

Spanish people in her network, but mainly from the north of Spain because they shared a similar 

cultural background and a strong national identity. The second case was a participant from Catalonia 

who started to meet up and form social connections with other Catalonians living in Bristol after the 

violent crackdown against independence voters in 2017. Catalonian independence influenced the 

rapid development and consolidation of this community of Spaniards in Bristol. Both participants were 

looking to form co-national ties because of their strong national identities and not because they were 

facing barriers to social integration, quite the opposite. Both were very well integrated from the 

perspective of social connections, showing a very diverse network formed by locals, co-national ties, 

and other migrants. The third case was an interviewee with a Caribbean background that brought 
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family and friends with her from the Caribbean community in Spain but also discovered the existence 

of a welcoming Caribbean community already living in Bristol. 

8.2.2 One way process 

Interviewees also shared accounts of attempts to develop social connections by locals in Bristol which 

were not reciprocal. These are examples in which the two-way process did not happen because the 

newcomers were not willing to put in effort to develop social connections, while the locals were trying 

to engage with no reciprocity. One of the participants simply did not want to put effort into developing 

ties with anyone because this person knew from previous experiences that it required time and effort 

that were better invested in an entrepreneurship. Therefore, after two years living in the city the 

participant’s networks were almost empty. A different situation with similar results happened to a 

Spanish mother who was being welcomed and included by a young single local mother. Since the local 

mother’s cultural capital and social location were dissimilar to that of the Spanish mother, the 

interviewee decided to exclude her from her reduced social circle because she did not approve of her 

status of single mother, nor her taste. This represents the impact of institutionalized and objectified 

aspects of cultural capital.  

These two cases show that newcomers have agency in deciding who they want to have in their 

networks but also that their pre-migration goals and desire to validate their own capitals (Erel 2010) 

have an effect on the networks they form and therefore on their integration outcomes. 

8.2.3 Integration outcomes 

Social connections are an essential element of integration and as with social capital they require 

reciprocity, time, and effort to be developed. For the participants that came to Bristol without knowing 

anyone, establishing social connections was a slow process. This might explain why participants with 

long working hours, household responsibilities or limited budgets had smaller networks, especially 

during the settling process. Even though, no matter how small their networks were, most of the 

participants in the research developed networks. Some of them were mixed including co-nationals, 

Spanish speakers, natives, EU and non-EU migrants; others just developed social connections with co-

nationals.  

Participants’ networks reflected their gender with close ties (McPherson et al. 2001), family life, work 

environment and life stages (Ryan and Mulholland 2014b). Those who were employed, connected 

with the colleagues at work they interacted the most. The youngest participants were connecting with 

people like them. The same happened to parents; their networks included many ties with other 

parents. Life stages, location, institutions (school, NHS) and socialization spaces (schools, parks, La 
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Casita, national festivities) were important elements to look at when following their social 

connections.  

Exploring their networks showed that not all the connections lasted, developed the same strength, or 

survived the passage of time. Some ties faded out or were dropped, others strengthened over time 

which shows the dynamism of networks (Perry et al. 2018:3–19).   

One very distinctive aspect of the integration outcomes is the comparison between the Spaniards that 

were able to develop strong ties with the brokers within their networks in contrast to those who 

sporadically benefited from such opportunity and from those who never had either a cultural or a 

social broker within their networks. The first group who had access to social and cultural brokers were 

able to develop and maintain ties over time which was reflected in wider and more diverse networks. 

This may have happened not only because of the role of the brokers but also because the participants 

were able to learn, read and understand social nuances better with the time they spent within the 

social broker’s network. This gave them more agency and effectiveness in social situations. Those with 

little or no access to social and cultural brokers felt that developing social connections in Bristol was 

frustrating; some could not understand the locals and in some cases, they could not understand their 

co-nationals. This last group did not have many social connections, visible from the size of their 

networks. However, as the city of Bristol was offering the opportunities they were looking for like full-

time employment, advancing their careers, stable conditions to start a business or the experience of 

living abroad, they endured their disconnection. 

Not everyone had access to brokers, but those whose ties with social brokers became strong ties often 

had their integration process fast tracked. A key finding is that those with social and cultural brokers 

found a fast-track route to social integration in Bristol and enjoyed wider and more diverse networks 

than those who did not have brokers in their lives. 

Adjusting to the British culture came as a shock for some Spaniards, especially for those who felt they 

lost the agency to engage with others in the same way they did in Spain, or to be able to be build 

friendships and close communities. Some felt alienated and focused on achieving their migration goals 

rather than investing time in developing social connections. Some of these interviewees had a good 

level of English but struggled to understand the culture. 

Some of the individuals that acted as brokers were new to the workplace, just arrived in Bristol from 

another region, were hispanophile, some felt empathy for the struggle of the newcomer, shared life 

stages with the migrant (e.g., being a parent), some were a minority and allied with the newcomer 

(e.g., Muslim women), others were migrants too and felt compelled to support someone going 
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through a familiar experience. Their characteristics are diverse but three main topics stand out from 

the group of social and cultural brokers: being new to the job, having similar life stages or struggles 

and having appreciation or knowledge of the culture of the newcomer (being a hispanophile). Further 

research is needed to understand why these brokers showed hospitality and a positive disposition to 

welcome the newcomers.   

8.3  THIRD CONTRIBUTION 

The third contribution of this thesis is twofold. First this thesis joins the work of a wave of scholars 

(Erel and Ryan 2018; Kindler, Ratcheva, and Piechowska 2015; Ryan et al. 2015b; Saksela-Bergholm et 

al. 2019; Wahlbeck and Fortelius 2019) who have been studying migration by looking at the resources 

mobilized by migrants through dyadic ties and networks which can be converted into different forms 

of capital. The term migrant capital is used to describe this work by mixing social capital theory and 

network analysis. From this literature, the most used social capital contribution is Bourdieu’s (2002) 

work on forms of capital (social, cultural and economic). This group of scholars have also been tidying 

up social capital theory and specifically trying to separate the ties theory from social capital theory. 

My contribution fits into this growing wave and the timing of this thesis correlates with the rising 

relevance of migrant capital studies. 

The second conceptual contribution relates to tie theory, specifically Mark Granovetter’s (1973, 1983) 

work on the relevance of weak ties as structural hole connectors. Ryan (2016) draws from 

Granovetter’s work to propose the idea of ladders or vertical weak ties that transfer resources, 

information and opportunities across different social locations. This thesis has found Ryan’s work on 

vertical ties useful to explain the social broker concept. It also aims to contribute to ties theories by 

adding the concept of vertical strong ties for which I have found evidence from the interviews. By 

contributing to ties theories this thesis also provides clarity to the messy theorization of bonding, 

bridging, and linking features of Putnam’s and Woolcock’s social capital. 

8.3.1 Migrant capital 

This thesis has explored the use migrants make of their capitals (social, cultural, and economic) when 

arriving to Bristol and how they mobilize it within their networks. The ways they mobilize it depended 

on their capital composition, which varied across the interviewees with some having accumulated 

more of a particular capital than others at their time of arrival in Bristol. Every participant in this 

research had each three types of capital, but they relied more on the form of capital that was more 

productive to start their lives in Bristol. For such reason, the thesis has examined capital conversions 

and how these conversions have helped the interviewees to develop social connections and access 
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resources within their networks after their arrival, because the forms of capital that Spaniards arrived 

with, and later accumulated, can shape trajectories in the place of arrival (Nee and Sanders, 2001). 

Therefore, the mix of capitals they brought with them defined their social location. Those who were 

living in an affluent area of Bristol because of their economic capital had more chances to encounter 

people who shared similar amounts of economic capital. Those who had economic capital to invest or 

start a business had more opportunities to meet up with people working in the same location and field 

or benefited from their interactions with clients. People who came with high levels of institutionalized 

cultural capital and were able to validate such knowledge, skills, and taste in their new employment 

and university courses were able to develop ties with colleagues, classmates, tutors, and their 

networks.  

Those who experienced de-skilling because of the language and cultural barriers they could not 

overcome, formed networks with individuals who validated their cultural capital or the status they 

might have had in Spain. This happened mainly within co-national networks. 

Social capital for many migrants was the most important asset during the settling process and later to 

find better opportunities. Spaniards who already had a tie living in Bristol used these ties to access 

additional networks, to quickly learn how to settle in, and in many cases to access a place to sleep 

until they got a job. Having networks in the city was key to feel integrated, independent of whether 

these networks were locals or co-nationals. These networks were a gate to a social life, providing 

people to spend time with at a festival, a picnic, a house party, to travel with or to look after their 

children at the park.  

Social capital allowed newcomers to ask for time consuming resources from their networks and 

created a debt with them. Support came in the form of information about nurseries, schools, NHS 

practices, paying bills, how to find a place to rent, where to live in Bristol, how to write a CV in English, 

where to study English, where to look for jobs or buy a house, what were the most welcoming places 

in the city, how to maximize available money, and providing emotional support when needed. Those 

providing support in any form gained reputation within the group. In some cases, this reputation or 

capital accumulated was exchanged for personal favours or favours to help someone else within the 

network.  

Social capital was important for all Spanish migrants but especially for those who did not have much 

economic capital and could not make use of their cultural capital immediately. For them the networks 

they saw online and the ones they could access – either old or newly created – were giving them a 

synopsis of the possibilities in Bristol and a space to belong while being in a foreign country. 
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8.3.2 Ladders and lifts 

Putnam’s influence on social capital literature affected the way scholars looked at networks and ties. 

Ties connecting individuals that were intrinsically different in any way exemplified bridging social 

capital; if they were similar in any way then it was called bonding social capital; if the connection was 

between institutions and individuals receiving services from them, then this was an example of linking 

social capital showing the verticality of power relations. These three concepts to deal with social 

capital and ties are messy and have been highly criticized (Geys and Murdoch 2008; Patulny and Lind 

Haase Svendsen 2007; Portes and Vickstrom 2011; Ryan et al. 2015b) necessitating a review and 

consolidation of the concepts. 

Instead this research has used Granovetter’s (1973, 1983) conceptualization of ties to represent the 

strength of ties (strong and weak). However, the strength of ties by themselves does not consider the 

different social positions of the actors interacting. For this reason this research has used Louise Ryan’s 

(2011, 2016) conceptualization of weak ties to look at the resources, information and opportunities 

transferred from and by Spanish migrants with actors in a different social location. 

This thesis has found evidence of vertical weak ties in many of the interactions Spanish migrants had 

in Bristol. These vertical weak ties were connecting Spanish migrants with information, opportunities 

and/or networks that were beyond their reach or in a different social location. Vertical weak ties sped 

up the social integration process by acting as social brokers connecting newcomers with local 

networks. If these vertical weak ties providing access to networks lasted long enough in terms of time 

investment, reciprocity and capital accumulated between the dyadic ties, they became strong ties 

because of the principle of homophily. The change to being a strong tie meant solidifying the 

relationship and integrating the newcomer into a social group. Therefore, the question of integration 

into what? can be answered here, by saying integration into a social network in the place of arrival.  

Furthermore, there was evidence of the role strong vertical ties had in facilitating settling in the city. 

Cases of strong vertical ties were discussed with reference to co-nationals, friends or family members 

that were helping their Spanish networks to settle in Bristol by helping them find work, providing 

access to housing and by sharing their networks. People with strong vertical ties had quicker access to 

aspects of the settling in process and to networks than those who did not know anyone in the city. 

The strong vertical ties were not ladders, but lifts. 

Based on the conceptual finding of this thesis in relation to the brokers and the importance of strong 

vertical ties and weak vertical ties, I propose replacing the bridging, bonding, and links nomenclature 

which is inspired by Putnam (2000) and Woolcock’s (1998) social capital work with more precise 

definitions. Vertical and horizontal ties of different strengths explain the type of resources and 



 

196 
 

opportunities that flow through ties, but also separate the social capital from ties. Social capital is the 

currency by which social exchanges happen, and ties are the structures by which these currencies 

flow. 

The conceptual contribution suggests looking at ties as a matrix between strong/weak ties mapped 

against the social location of those that these ties are connecting. If the ties are connecting individuals 

within the same social location the ties will be horizontal, but if the ties are connecting individuals 

across different social locations, then the tie would be vertical. With this new nomenclature horizontal 

strong ties or bonds will provide access to the resources of a shared network in a similar social location, 

whereas strong vertical ties or lifts will provide quick access to the resources available to the 

individuals with higher status within the same network. With this new conceptual contribution, the 

weak ties’ role of filling structural holes or connecting different networks could be used to describe 

horizontal weak ties or bridges connecting individuals from different networks but in a similar social 

location. Vertical weak ties or ladders (Ryan 2011, 2016) can be used to explain the  connections 

between individuals from different networks and a significant differential in social locations. The 

conceptualization proposed here can be seen in the following table. 

 STRENGTH 

Strong Weak 

SO
C

IA
L 

 

LO
C

A
TI

O
N

 Horizontal Bonds Bridges 

Vertical Lifts Ladders 

Table 6: Conceptualization of strength of ties to reflect different social locations in a 2x2 matrix. 

This finding and conceptual contribution has three merits. The first is the theory testing aspect that 

shows Ryan’s conceptualization of vertical weak ties is a useful tool to study social exchange in 

migration studies. The second is the role of vertical ties for social integration when these take the form 

of lifts and/or ladders. The third is the separation between the capitals (social, cultural, economic) and 

the structures used to mobilize them, showed in the matrix above, which will help to make clearer 

distinctions when studying the development of social connections as a core domain of integration 

proposed by Ager and Strang (2008). 
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8.4  LIMITATIONS 

8.4.1 Transnational ties were not included  

The sociograms included everyone who had a direct relationship with the interviewee’s life in Bristol. 

This included people they met in Bristol or people living in Spain who had some sort of influence in 

their decision to move to Bristol.  

Family members, friends, teachers, or acquaintances that the interviewees had in Spain and were 

related to Bristol were included in the sociogram. However, the sociograms did not include the 

complete network they had back in Spain. Including these networks would have added more detail to 

their stories and would have provided a better understanding of their social location at the time of 

arrival, and the resources they were able to mobilize. The shape of the networks they had in Spain 

could have also provided a point of comparison with shape their networks had in Bristol. In some 

cases, interviewees were not able to develop social connections in Bristol; having a point of 

comparison with their networks in Spain could have been helpful to see whether their integration 

outcomes were a result of their agency or whether they were limited by other barriers.  However, 

from a methodological perspective mapping these networks and interviewing the participants about 

the networks they left in Spain would have presented several difficulties for this research in terms of 

time, resources, participant’s engagement, and purpose of the study.  

This research used a questionnaire to gather demographic information, sociograms to map the 

interviewees’ networks in Bristol and semi-structured interviews to understand their experiences in 

Bristol. Interviewees were asked about everyone that was mapped in their sociogram. Each interview 

lasted around two hours, and in some cases, it was necessary to reconvene on a different day to 

complete the sociogram and the stories that were coming from it. The sociogram technique requires 

the researcher to ask about the ties that have been mapped (Tubaro et al. 2016), and the relationship 

of these ties with other actors in the network and with the interviewee.  

Mapping all the networks left in Spain would likely have taken more than twice the interviewing time 

assuming their Spanish networks were wider than the Bristol ones. Long interviews can trigger 

participant fatigue (Bryman 2012; Clark 2008; Lavrakas 2008) reducing their engagement, and the 

quality and detail of the answers which is the main purpose of a qualitative study.  

The decision not to include their Spanish networks that were not related to Bristol was also related to 

managing time and resources. Having too much qualitative data to analyse is a time problem for the 

researcher (Silverman 2014), but also requires the participant’s time and this may have a cost for them 

(Clark 2008).  
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Overall, having their transnational ties in their stories and sociograms would have provided more 

detail about their social location and their patterns of socialization but not necessarily more 

information about the process by which they develop ties in Bristol. Since the purpose of this research 

was to study integration from the perspective of their experiences in Bristol, the costs of collecting 

information about their networks in Spain would have outweighed the benefits of having it. 

8.4.2 How might the choice of Bristol have biased the results?  

The city of Bristol, as discussed in Place of study 3.6, is known as a welcoming destination for 

newcomers. Bristol has thrived with the growth of its two main universities that in 2018/19 had 56,000 

students in total, from which the majority were full time students at the University of Bristol (Bristol 

City Council 2020). The existence of these institutions has helped Bristol to develop absorptive 

capacity in terms of receiving people every year, but also employment opportunities in the area to 

cater for the student influx. This has been an advantage for Spanish migrants searching for jobs in 

Bristol since there were abundant opportunities in hospitality and services roles.   

The population of Bristol, which has been growing rapidly (between 2001 and 2017, 73,700 new 

people joined a city of 463,40034  residents), has learned to live with international students and 

difference. Bristol, as many other major receiving societies, is a host community with diverse ethnic 

and linguistic backgrounds (Bourhis et al. 2010), which offers newcomers a place to fit into one of 

them (Caribbean, Latin) or the space to develop a new community. Bristol’s population has been 

described as welcoming by Spanish migrants (see 3.6). Additionally, British students tend to be 

friendly, accommodating and open to new cultures (Brown and Richards 2012). Therefore, it is 

possible that Bristol’s highly welcoming environment had a positive effect on Spanish migrants’ 

integration outcomes, since some of the social brokers were either internal migrants, EU migrants, or 

from a minority background.    

A different context, less welcoming, with scarcity or with fewer employment opportunities, in a badly 

connected and ethnically homogenous city may have been badly rated by the Spanish community.   

Participants may have needed to rely more on their existing strong ties (family and friends) rather than 

newly acquired weak ties. This could have reduced the new information or opportunities available 

within their networks, reduced the diversity of their networks or slowed their social integration 

process.  In summary, while the choice of Bristol as a research site may not have biased results, these 

findings need to be viewed in context; a point picked up in section 8.5 , below.  

 
34 ONS 2019 Mid-Year Population Estimate 
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8.5  IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

This research has found two key aspects of integration as a two-way process, which are social and 

cultural brokers. For social brokers, some common characteristics were highlighted in the interviews. 

Having free time, being hispanophile, feeling empathy, not having enough ties in the city, being the 

new person in a job or experiencing the same life stages helped brokers to have a connection with the 

Spaniards. Cultural brokers were aware of the cultural barriers because of past experiences or because 

they were able to perceive that the Spanish migrant was not understanding the nuances of local 

practices. The list of characteristics above aids understanding of the motivations of brokers, but what 

makes them practice hospitality? The existence of hospitality is not a sociological problem, therefore 

there is limited research about it apart from the philosophical perspective (Derrida 2000, 2005; 

Kakoliris 2015). In a context in which the rhetoric against foreigners has soared (Creighton and Jamal 

2020), studying why social and cultural brokers practice hospitality could benefit the study of 

integration and social connections, possibly beyond migration studies. 

Until June 2021, the ONS reported that 320,850 (GOV.UK 2021) Spaniards have requested settled or 

pre settled status in the UK, with almost half of them already having settled status. The other half will 

be able to request a permanent settlement after 5 years of continued residency. Therefore, further 

research could usefully explore the integration outcomes of this understudied community that has 

arrived to stay in settings that are similar to, but less welcoming than, Bristol. Are the ways in which 

Spanish migrants use their capitals and ties to achieve integration outcomes identified in this research 

similar in other locations? 

As well as testing the findings of this research in the context of other geographical locations, an 

additional research question concerns whether the ways in which Spanish migrants use their social 

capital and networks is the same as other migrant groups. Can the findings of this research be used as 

a starting point for investigating the role of social connections in achieving integration outcomes of 

different groups? 

Finally, there was evidence in this research of co-ethnic groups forming between Spaniards (Catalans, 

Basques, Caribbean). This is something that has not been explored in detail and that could be explored 

in future research to understand the effect different Spanish ethnicities have on the configuration of 

the networks that individuals establish in Bristol and in the UK.  
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APPENDIX ONE: QUESTIONNAIRE 

Questionnaire 

The completion of all the questions in this questionnaire are voluntary, which means that you are free 

to leave some or all questions unanswered. 

1. Full name ______________________________________   

2. Email ______________________________________   

3. Phone number ______________________________________   

4. Address ______________________________________   

5. Gender: 

____ male ____ female ____ other ____ prefer not to answer 

6. Where are you from? 

region ___________________   

city ___________________   

7. When were you born? 

year___________________   

month___________________   

8. How long have you been living in Bristol? 

____ years 

____ months 

9. What is your marital status? 

____ single 

____ married / in a registered same-sex civil partnership/ cohabitation 

____ other 

10. How many children do you have?  

Please write in ____________________________ 

o If you have children, are the children living with you? 

____ no, they are living with ____________________________ 

____ yes  

11. Employment Status: Are you currently…? 

____ employed 

____ out of work, and looking for work 

____ out of work, but not currently looking for work 

____ a homemaker 

____ a student 

____ retired 

____ unable to work 
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o What is your current occupation in Bristol? ___________________________________   

12. Employment Status before leaving Spain 

____ employed 

____ out of work, and looking for work 

____ out of work, but not currently looking for work 

____ a homemaker 

____ a student 

____ retired 

____ unable to work 

o What was your former occupation in Spain? _______________________________ 

13. What has been the highest level of education that you have achieved? 

____ primary education 

____ secondary education 

____ GCSE/CSE/O-levels 

____ completed post-16 vocational course / technical degree 

____ undergraduate degree 

____ postgraduate degree (MSc, PhD) 

14. If you went to university, polytechnic or college, what was the name of the institution (or 

institutions) you attended? If this does not apply to you, please leave it blank. 

________________________________________________________________________ 

15. What has been the highest level of education achieved by your father? 

____ without studies 

____ primary education 

____ secondary education 

____ GCSE/CSE/O-levels 

____ completed post-16 vocational course / technical degree 

____ undergraduate degree 

____ postgraduate degree (MSc, PhD) 

16. What has been the highest level of education achieved by your grandfather? 

____ without studies 

____ primary education 

____ secondary education 

____ GCSE/CSE/O-levels 

____ completed post-16 vocational course / technical degree 

____ undergraduate degree 

____ postgraduate degree (MSc, PhD) 

17. What was your English language competency before coming to Bristol? 
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____ excellent ____ good ____ basic ____ none 

18. Where and how did you learn English? ________________________________________ 

19. Please indicate how frequently you have participated in the following activities over the 

past year. 

Activities Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Watching TV Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Reading Magazines Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Going to gigs Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Going to opera Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Going out to eat Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Going to museums / art galleries Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Going to bingo / betting Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Playing video games Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Surfing the internet (not on social networks) Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Going to classical music concerts Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Playing sports Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Socialising with friends at home Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Going for a walk Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Going to the cinema Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Reading books Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Going to the gym Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Gardening Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Using online social networks Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Going to watch dance / ballet Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Going to watch sports live (not TV) Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Going to a leisure club Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Going out to a pub / bar / café / nightclub Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Going to the theatre / musicals Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

shopping Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Doing arts and crafts Never Rarely Sometimes Often 
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DIY Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

20. For each of the occupations below, only tick if you know someone socially who does that 

kind of work. If you don’t know someone who does that kind of work, or you only know 

them in a work context (not socially) please don’t tick. 

____ Secretary ____ University/college lecturer 

____ Travel agent ____ Civil/mechanical engineer 

____ Call centre worker ____ Medical practitioner 

____ Solicitor ____ Electrician 

____ Accountant  ____ Gardener 

____ Scientist/Researcher ____ Train driver 

____ Clerical officer in national or local government ____ Nurse 

____ Office manager ____ Teacher (primary/secondary) 

____ Chief executive ____ Software designer 

____ Bus, coach or lorry driver ____ Farm worker 

____ Finance manager ____ Security guard 

____ Cleaner ____ Postal worker 

____ Bank or building society manager ____ Machine operator 

____ Publican ____ Artist/musician/performer 

____ Restaurant manager ____ Armed forces 

____ Factory worker ____ Catering assistant 

____ receptionist ____ Never worked 

____ Sales/shop assistant ____ Full-time student 

21. When you first came to Bristol, did you come with… 

____ a friend 

____ my partner 

____ a family member 

____ alone, by myself 

____ an acquaintance 

22. Did you receive any economic help to migrate? 

____ no  ____ yes  

o If yes, what relationship do you have with the person that helped you? 

__________________________________________________________ 

23. Did you have any savings prior to coming to Bristol? 

 ____ no  ____ yes 

o If yes, without giving too much detail, with which priority did you spend those savings 

(travel expenses, accommodation, English lessons, etc.)?  
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__________________________________________________________ 

o If you had savings, for how long did you rely on them?  

__________________________________________________________ 

24. I would like to ask you about your income. By income, I mean the total income at present 

from all sources before tax and other deductions. Please include wages, pensions, benefits 

and any other income. As any other question in this questionnaire your answer is 

completely voluntary. What is your own annual income? 

____ £6,000 to less than £13,000  

____ £13,000 to less than £19,000  

____ 19,000 to less than £26,000  

____ £26,000 to less than £32,000  

____ £32,000 to less than £48,000  

____ £48,000 or more 

25. Regarding to your accommodation in Spain before migrating, were you living in 

____ a rented flat/house by myself 

____ a rented flat/house with my partner 

____ sharing a flat/house with other people 

____ living in my own property 

____ living with my family 

____ other, explain_______________________________________ 

26. Regarding to your accommodation in Bristol, are you living in 

____ a rented flat/house by myself 

____ a rented flat/house with my partner 

____ sharing a flat/house with other people 

____ living in my own property 

____ living with my family 

____ other, explain_______________________________________ 

o If you are sharing a flat, how many people lives with you? _________________ 

▪ What is the nationality of your flatmates? ______________________________ 

27. If you had to choose one social class from the list, which social class would you say you 

belong to? 

 

 

 

 

____ working class ____ upper class 

____ lower middle class ____ I don’t know 

____ middle class  ____ without class identity 

____ upper middle class  
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QUESTIONS BEFORE STARTING THE SOCIOGRAM 

QUESTION 19 

o Answer only if you have chosen ‘never’ or ‘rarely’ at pub/bar/café/nightclub 

o Answer only if you have chosen ‘never’ or ‘rarely’ at going to museums/art 

galleries 

o Answer only if you have chosen ‘never’ or ‘rarely’ at going to the cinema 

o Answer only if you have chosen ‘never’ or ‘rarely’ at going to the opera 

What is the main reason you don’t go there (sometimes/often)? 

____ ____ ____ ____ I can’t easily get to it 

____ ____ ____ ____ My health is not good enough 

____ ____ ____ ____ I can’t afford it 

____ ____ ____ ____ I am too busy 

____ ____ ____ ____ I can’t get away from my caring commitments 

____ ____ ____ ____ I have no one to go with 

____ ____ ____ ____ I’m not interested / I don’t like it 

____ ____ ____ ____ I don’t know anything about it 

____ ____ ____ ____ I would feel out of place there 

____ ____ ____ ____ It is against my beliefs 

____ ____ ____ ____ It has never occurred to me/ I don’t think about it 

____ ____ ____ ____ I don’t want to go there anymore often 

____ ____ ____ ____ Other __________________________ 

____ ____ ____ ____ None of the above. 

____ ____ ____ ____ Other __________________________ 

____ ____ ____ ____ None of the above. 
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APPENDIX TWO: QUESTIONNAIRE IN SPANISH 

CUESTIONARIO 

Las respuestas a las preguntas de este cuestionario son voluntarias, por lo cual usted es libre de dejar 

preguntas sin contestar. 

28. Nombre completo ______________________________________   

29. Correo electrónico ______________________________________   

30. Teléfono ______________________________________   

31. Dirección______________________________________   

32. Género: 

____ hombre ____ mujer ____ otro ____ prefiero no contestar 

33. ¿De dónde es usted? 

comunidad ___________________   

ciudad ___________________   

34. ¿Cuál es su fecha de Nacimiento? 

año ___________________   

mes ___________________   

35. ¿Cuánto tiempo ha vivido en Bristol? 

____ años 

____ meses 

36. ¿Cuál es su estado civil? 

____ soltero(a) 

____ casado(a) / unión civil / convivencia 

____ otra 

37. ¿Cuántos hijos tiene usted?  

Por favor, escriba la cantidad ____________________________ 

o Si usted tiene hijos, ¿están viviendo con usted? 

____ no, ellos están viviendo con ____________________________ 

____ si 

38. Situación laboral: ¿Actualmente usted está…? 

____ trabajando 

____ desempleado(a) y buscando un trabajo 

____ desempleado(a), pero sin estar buscando un trabajo 

____ dedicado(a) a las labores del hogar (no remunerado) 

____ estudiando 

____ jubilado 

____ incapacitado(a) para trabajar 
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o ¿Cuál es su ocupación en Bristol? ______________________________________   

39. ¿Cuál era su situación laboral antes de dejar España?  

____ trabajando 

____ desempleado(a) y buscando un trabajo 

____ desempleado(a), pero sin estar buscando un trabajo 

____ dedicado(a) a las labores del hogar (no remunerado) 

____ estudiando 

____ pensionado 

____ incapacitado(a) para trabajar 

o ¿Cuál era su ocupación en España? _________________________________ 

40. ¿Cuál ha sido el más alto nivel de educación adquirido por usted? 

____ educación primaria 

____ educación secundaria 

____ bachiller elemental, graduado escolar, E.S.O 

____ técnico de grado medio / formación profesional primer y segundo grado 

____ licenciatura (pregrado) 

____ postgrado (maestría, doctorado) 

41. ¿Si usted obtuvo una licenciatura, cual es el nombre de la o las instituciones a las que 

asistió? Si la pregunta no aplica, por favor déjela en blanco. 

________________________________________________________________________ 

42. ¿Cuál ha sido el nivel de educación más alto alcanzado por su padre? 

____ sin estudios 

____ educación primaria 

____ educación secundaria 

____ bachiller elemental, graduado escolar, E.S.O 

____ técnico de grado medio / formación profesional primer y segundo grado 

____ licenciatura (pregrado) 

____ postgrado (maestría, doctorado) 

43. ¿Cuál ha sido el nivel de educación más alto alcanzado por su abuelo? 

____ sin estudios 

____ educación primaria 

____ educación secundaria 

____ bachiller elemental, graduado escolar, E.S.O 

____ técnico de grado medio / formación profesional primer y segundo grado 

____ licenciatura (pregrado) 

____ postgrado (maestría, doctorado) 
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44. ¿Cómo considera que era su habilidad lingüística en inglés antes de llegar a Bristol? 

45. ¿Dónde y cómo ha aprendido inglés? __________________________________________ 

46. Por favor, indique la frecuencia con la que usted ha participado en las siguientes 

actividades durante el último año. 

Actividades Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Ver televisión Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Leer revistas Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Ir a recitales Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Ir a la ópera Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Salir a comer Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Ir a al museo / galerías de arte Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Participar en juegos de azar Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Jugar videojuegos  Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Navegar en internet (no en redes sociales) Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Ir a conciertos de música clásica Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Practicar deportes Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Socializar con amigos en casa Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Salir a caminar Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Ir al cine Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Leer libros Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Ir a un gimnasio Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Practicar jardinería Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Usar redes sociales (Facebook, twitter, etc..) Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Ir al ballet o ver eventos de danza Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Ir a ver eventos deportivos en vivo Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Ir a un centro de relajación Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Ir a un pub/ bar / cafetería / nightclub Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Ir a ver obras de teatro / musicales Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Ir de compras Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Hacer artesanías / manualidades Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

Bricolaje Nunca Raramente A veces A menudo 

____ excelente ____ buena ____ moderada ____ básica ____ ninguna 
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47. Marque cada una de las profesiones en la lista, solo si conoce socialmente a alguien que 

realice esa actividad. Si no conoce a alguien que desempeñe una de las profesiones en la 

lista, o si solo conoce a la persona en un contexto laboral (no social), por favor no lo 

marque. 

____ Secretario(a) ____ Profesor universitario 

____ Agente de viajes ____ Ingeniero civil/mecánico 

____ Operador(a) de centro de llamadas ____ Médico 

____ Abogado(a) ____ Electricista 

____ Contador(a) ____ Jardinero 

____ Científico(a), investigador(a) ____ Conductor de trenes 

____ Empleado en el gobierno nacional o local ____ Enfermero(a) 

____ Gerente  ____ Profesor de primaria/secundaria 

____ Director(a) ejecutivo(a) ____ Diseñador(a) de software 

____ Conductor(a) de buses, camiones ____ Agricultor 

____ Gerente de finanzas ____ Guardia de seguridad 

____ Limpiador(a) ____ Cartero o empleado de correos 

____ Gerente bancario o de préstamos ____ Operador de maquinaria 

____ Dueño de bar ____ Artista, músico, actriz o actor 

____ Gerente de restaurante ____ Fuerzas armadas 

____ Obrero(a) ____ Ayudante de cocina, camarero(a) 

____ Recepcionista ____ Nunca ha trabajado 

____ Vendedor(a), asistente de tienda ____ Estudiante a tiempo completo 

48. Llegó usted a Bristol por primera vez con … 

____ un amigo(a)   

____ mi pareja(a) 

____ un miembro de mi familia(a) 

____ solo(a) 

____ con un(a) conocido(a) 

49. ¿Recibió usted alguna ayuda económica para migrar? 

____ no  ____ sí   

o Si ha recibido ayuda, ¿qué relación tiene usted con la persona que le ayudó? 

__________________________________________________________ 

50. ¿Tenía usted ahorros antes de venir a Bristol? 

____ no  ____ sí  

o Si tenía ahorros, sin dar muchos detalles, ¿cuáles fueron sus prioridades al usar los 
ahorros (costos del viaje, alquiler, clases de inglés, etc...)?  

__________________________________________________________ 
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o Si tenía ahorros, ¿por cuánto tiempo dependió de ellos?  

__________________________________________________________ 

51. Me gustaría preguntarle sobre tus ingresos anuales. Por ingresos, me refiero a las rentas 

y al sueldo antes de impuestos o deducciones. Por favor incluya, salario, pensiones, rentas 

y cualquier otro ingreso anual. Como en todas las preguntas anteriores su respuesta es 

completamente voluntaria. 

____ entre £6,000 y £13,000  

____ entre £13,000 y £19,000  

____ entre 19,000 y £26,000  

____ entre £26,000 y £32,000  

____ entre £32,000 y £48,000  

____ £48,000 o más 

52. En relación a su vivienda en España, antes de migrar a Reino Unido, usted estaba… 

____ alquilando una vivienda solo(a) 

____ alquilando una vivienda con mi pareja 

____ compartiendo una vivienda con otra gente 

____ viviendo en su propia vivienda  

____ viviendo en la casa de un familiar 

____ otra, explicar_______________________________________ 

53. En relación a su vivienda en Bristol, usted está… 

____ alquilando una vivienda solo(a) 

____ alquilando una vivienda con mi pareja 

____ compartiendo una vivienda con otra gente 

____ viviendo en su propia vivienda  

____ otra, explicar_______________________________________ 

o Si comparte la vivienda, ¿con cuánta gente vive? _________________ 

▪ ¿Cuál es el origen de sus compañeros de piso? __________________ 

54. Si tuviera que elegir una clase social de la lista, ¿con cuál de ellas diría que se identifica? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

____ clase trabajadora ____ clase alta 

____ clase media baja ____ no lo sé 

____ clase media  ____ sin identidad de clase 

____ clase media alta  
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PREGUNTAS ANTES DE COMENZAR CON EL SOCIOGRAMA 

QUESTION 17 

o Responder solamente si ha escogido nunca o raramente en 

pub/bar/café/nightclub 

o Responder solamente si has escogido nunca o raramente en ir a 

museos/galerias de arte 

o Responder solamente si has escogido nunca o raramente en ir al cine 

o Responder solamente si has escogido nunca o raramente en ir a la opera 

¿Cuál crees que es la razón por la que no vas “a veces” o “siempre”? 

____ no puedo acceder fácilmente (distancia, transporte, otras…) 

____ no estoy muy bien de salud 

____ no lo puedo pagar 

____ estoy muy ocupado 

____ no puedo escaparme de mis actividades de cuidado (niños, familia, padres) 

____ no tengo a nadie con quien ir 

____ no me interesa / no me gusta 

____ no sé nada sobre esto 

____ no me sentiría cómodo(a) en ese lugar 

____ va en contra de mis creencias 

____ nunca se me había ocurrido/ no pienso en eso 

____ no quiero ir más a menudo 

____ otro motivo __________________________ 
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APPENDIX THREE: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Planning migration:  

Could you please tell me how did you prepare for leaving Spain and come to Bristol, and whether you receive 

any help from family, friends or online communities? 

• What made you leave Spain? 

• Why did you choose to come to Bristol? 

• Where did you find the information to plan the migration? 

Social ties:  

Could you please tell me about the number of friends/acquaintances that you have, and about your social 

life in Bristol? 

• Could you place the name of the members of your social network in the sociogram, and tell me 

who are they? 

• How many friends or people that you can socialize with, ask for help/support, and/or that you can 

trust are in the sociogram? 

Socialize 

• Could you please indicate the people in the sociogram that you have met in Bristol? 

• Could you please tell me of the circumstances in which you have met these people? 

• Have you ever met any of the people in the sociogram through online communities? 

• Have you used any other online/web apps to meet new people? 

• How many of the people in the sociogram are Spanish and how many of them are British? 

• How often do you communicate with them and through which means? 

• How many friends do you exclusively speak using English language?  

• Which of these people do you usually hang out with? 

• Have you had any romantic relationship while you were in Bristol? Is/are this persons in your 

sociogram? 

• Has this relationship helped you in any way to learn/understand/know things about living in 

Bristol/UK? (expanding the social group, understanding the culture, etc..) 

• Are you familiar with any Spanish Online community? Could you please name them? 

• Have you ever made friends through it? Are they in the sociogram? 

Help/Support 

• Have you ever asked/looked for help through online communities? 

• What kind of help have you requested/looked for helpful (accommodation, jobs, taxes, social 

activities, hobbies, health and education)? 

• Have you found those online communities? In which ways? 

• Have any of the people in the sociogram provided help/support while you were in Bristol 

(accommodation, jobs, taxes, social activities, hobbies, health and education)? 
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• What kind of help did they provided? 

• Have you ever helped anyone represented in your sociogram and how? 

• Have anyone not included in the sociogram provided any help/support while you were in Bristol? 

Who helped you and how? 

Integration 

• Do you feel integrated in Bristol? 

• Do they feel integrated and what are the situations that are making them feel like that 

• Integration two-way process involving change in:  values, norms and behaviours  

• This research: Emotional support, Information, goods, Other resources 

• Integration will be social integration: quantity and quality of social connections and interactions 

that people have with others 

• Spaniards (internal or coethnic ties), Natives (external ties), origin of the ties (online or offline) the 

channels of communication (online communities, face to face, other ways). Ethnic composition of 

the network in numbers, type of ties (bonding, ‘bridging’) and the frequency of contacts with the 

members of the community around them.  

• Economic capital and cultural capital are going to shape those exchanges. 
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Family 

Friends 

Work, colleagues, clients 

Other social spheres 

online/offline 



 

 
 

APPENDIX FIVE: INFORMATION SHEET AND CONSENT FORM 

 

(see following pages)  



 

 
 

Julio Hermosilla-Elgueta 

PhD Researcher - Migration, Social Capital and Integration 

School of Sociology, Politics and International  

11 Priory Road, Bristol, BS8 1TY 

Julio.hermosilla@bristol.ac.uk 

 
 
PROJECT INFORMATION  
 

Research project title: Online communities, social capital and the social integration of the Spanish 

citizens in Bristol. 

 

The purpose of the research is to investigate the effect that co-ethnic online communities have on the 

development of social capital of Spanish migrants in Bristol and its effect on their social integration.  

 

The aim of the study is to produce new insights on the social integration of this particular group of 

migrants, through the resources provided by the co-ethnic online communities. 

 

Using sociograms and questionnaires as method, the project will provide evidence on the ways in 

which the participants develop social ties in Bristol, and the way in which they utilize them in order to 

socially integrate. 

 

Interviews are being carried out with Spanish migrants who have been living in Bristol for more than 

24th months and that have arrived after 2008. All interviews will be completely confidential and 

anonymous. 

 

I, __________________________________________, agree to participate in the research, Online 

communities, social capital and the social integration of the Spanish citizens in Bristol, conducted by 

Julio Hermosilla-Elgueta as part of his PhD qualification. 

 

There are two copies of the consent form, one of which I may keep. 

 

Please contact the researcher (address, telephone and email details above) with any questions or to 

request a summary of the research findings. 

 
The project is under the supervision of: 
 

Professor Tariq Modood 
Email: T.Modood@bristol.ac.uk 
Professor of Sociology, Politics and Public Policy 
School of Sociology, Politics and International 
Studies 
University of Bristol 
 

Dr Jon Fox 
Email: Jon.Fox@bristol.ac.uk 
Senior Lecturer in Sociology 
School of Sociology, Politics and International 
Studies 
University of Bristol 

mailto:T.Modood@bristol.ac.uk


 

235 
 

Julio Hermosilla-Elgueta 

PhD Researcher - Migration, Social Capital and Integration 

School of Sociology, Politics and International  

11 Priory Road, Bristol, BS8 1TY 

Julio.hermosilla@bristol.ac.uk 

Consent Form for: Online communities, social capital and the social integration of the Spanish 

citizens in Bristol. 

 
Please tick the appropriate boxes 

 I confirm that I am 18 years of age or above                       
 

I have read and understood the project information sheet dated __/__/____.  
   

 

I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the project.  
 

 

I agree to take part in the project.  Taking part in the project will include completing a 
questionnaire, filling a sociogram template, being interviewed and being recorded (audio). 
 

 
 

I understand that my taking part is voluntary; I can withdraw from the study at any time and I will 
not be asked any questions about why I no longer want to take part. 
 

 
 

Select only one of the next two options:  
I would like my name used where what I have said or written as part of this study will be 
used in reports, publications and other research outputs so that anything I have 
contributed to this project can be recognised.  

  

 
 
 

I do not want my name used in this project.    

 
I understand my personal details such as phone number and address will not be revealed to 
people outside the project.  
 

 
 
 

I understand that my words may be quoted in publications, reports, web pages, and other 
research outputs but my name will not be used unless I requested it above.   
 

 
 

I understand that the University of Bristol will use the data I provide for no purpose other than 
research. 
 
 

 

_______________________  ________________  ________  
Name of Participant   Signature   Date 
 
 
 
_______________________  ________________  ________ 
Name of Researcher   Signature   Date 
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APPENDIX SIX: ETHICAL APPROVAL 

 
 




