| DISTANT NEIGHBOURS

How the openness of asylum accommodation
influences familiarization between asylum
seekers and local residents.
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Figure 2 Map made by a volunteer initiative connected to GUO for its residents, displaying shopping
facilities and services nearby. The area is located north-west of the inner-city (see point 10 in figure 1)
(Source: Otto2 - Unterstiitzerinnenkreis der Gemeinschaftsunterkunft Ottostrafle, 2015)

The second case study is a larger, state-administered collective accommodation centre in
Augsburg, known as ‘Gemeinschaftsunterkunft Ottostrafde’ (hereafter GUO). The centre
is located in a former manufacturing plant for hot air balloons, the building dating back
to the 1920s.In 2012 the building was acquired by the local district administration, who
transformed it into accommodation for asylum seekers who have left first reception
facilities. The building can accommodate up to 160 asylum seekers, including disabled
refugees, as it has barrier free entrances and bathrooms. Families with children are
accommodated on the ground floor, families and single travelling women on the second
floor and single travelling men on the second floor. Next to the centre administrator and
a janitor, two welfare organizations share an office in the building, with a social worker
present during weekdays. To help curb the initial protest against the facility, close ties
with a local NGO were established who initiated a volunteer circle of neighbourhood
residents who help with homework and organize events (see chapter four). The
building is located in a centrally located, primarily working class neighbourhood, with a
high number of apartment buildings owned by building cooperatives dating back to the
1920s. The following section gives a brief overview of the research approach, including
data collection methods and analysis.
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1.6 Research approach

This research employed a qualitative case study design comparing two inner-city
asylum centres in Augsburg, Germany. A qualitative approach was chosen as this type
of research focuses on people’s experiences, perceptions and behaviours. The goal of
a qualitative approach is explore the different facets of a phenomenon by examining
how individuals or groups experience it; in this sense it is less about establishing
causal relationships but about explaining how a given phenomenon is perceived or
experienced (Hay, 2010). In order to understand how and to what extent familiarization
takes place between asylum seekers and local residents it is necessary to know how
and where contact takes place in everyday settings, what people know about each
other and how they perceive each other. Another reason to conduct a qualitative small-
scale study into people’s everyday experiences and perceptions in and around asylum
accommodation is that this approach helps paint a more nuanced picture of a heavily
contested societal phenomenon and sheds light onto underlying factors which offer
new ways of understanding people’s reactions.

The research opted for a qualitative comparative case study approach as this approach
helps reveal and compare the dynamics within single settings. According to Yin (2009,
13), a case study is an “empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon
within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon
and context are not clearly evident”. Using a case study approach is then particularly
applicable for studying asylum seekers’ and local residents’ experiences and perceptions
of everyday social interaction in and around asylum accommodation and the wider local
context, as the aim of this research is to determine how and in which ways contextual
factors such as an urban location influence everyday interaction. Far more than merely
describing a situation, case studies help establish causal relationships between factors,
thereby explaining both the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of the phenomenon in question (Gray,
2018). This research therefore compared two inner-city asylum centres in the city of
Augsburg, Germany, which were selected on the basis of being opposites of each other
in terms of their material and institutional characteristics while seeking to minimize
the amount and variation of contextual factors by choosing cases that were located in
the same city. The comparative approach not only led to insights into how a more ‘open’
and a more ‘closed” asylum centre influences familiarization between asylum seekers,
local residents and the reception location, but it also helped develop and refine the
concept of spatial, material and institutional degrees of open- and closedness.

1.61 Data collection methods

The main methods used in thisresearch were semi-structured interviews and participant
observation. The research also made use of media analysis and walk-along interviews

INTRODUCTION | 37



with asylum seekers. The combination of methods helped corroborate results; table 1
provides an overview of the different research methods that were employed and how
they are connected to the individual chapters of the thesis. Semi-structured interviews
were chosen as this method gave insight into the diversity of opinions, beliefs and
experiences of asylum seekers and local residents. Semi-structured interviews follow
an interview guide, but is flexible enough to leave room for additional questions on
topics that come up during the interview (Hay, 2010). Given the sensitivity of the
topic, choosing semi-structured interviews as one of the main methods also helped
respondents voice their opinion on the matter and helped to provide more nuanced

explanations.
Chapter Case(s) Study population Methods Primary Data
2 GHC Local residents semi-structured interviews; National & local news items;
participant observation; interviews data local residents
media analysis
4 GHC & GUO  Asylum seekers; semi-structured interviews; Interview data asylum seekers,
Local residents participant observation; local residents, staff, volunteers
5 GHC & GUO  Asylum seekers semi-structured interviews; Interview data asylum seekers
participant observation;
walking interviews
6 GHC Researcher; semi-structured interviews; Interview data asylum seekers;
Asylum seekers participant observation; fieldnotes

Table 1 Research methods and data per chapter

Asecond important method for this research was participant observation, as this method
provided complementary evidence on the two asylum centres, the neighbourhood
and the nature of social interaction in and around the two centres. During the time
of fieldwork, I volunteered in the café of the first case study, as this was a good space
to observe daily interactions between members of staff, volunteers, asylum seekers,
hotel guests and local residents. Participant observation proved to be more difficult
in the second case study, as there were no comparable semi-public settings to ‘hang
out’ close to the asylum centre. To compensate for this, semi-structured interviews
were conducted with the centre administrator, a social worker and several other
representatives of neighbourhood organizations. These interviews helped provide
additional information on the overall character of the neighbourhood, its residents and
interaction with residents of the asylum centre. Upon invitation by volunteers, I also
took part in several homework tutoring sessions, which provided a source of secondary
data on the general atmosphere of the centre and interactions between volunteers and
centre residents.

The research also employed two complementary methods used during the course of
research. The first of these was the walking interview. In contrast to regular ‘sedentary’
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interviews, the walking or ‘go-along’ interview is conducted by accompanying
respondents in their ‘natural’ environments. Thereby, insights can be gained on
how individuals respond to and interact with their social and physical environment
(Kusenbach, 2003). In this research, five walking interviews with asylum seekers were
conducted in the city of Augsburg, exploring the meaning of public and semi-public
spaces of the city for everyday social interaction with other residents of the city. The
second complementary method was a media analysis of national and local news media
reporting on the first case study. Given the prominence of the project, this method gave
insight into not only the dominant frames used for this so-called exemplary project, but
also how national and local news media differed in their reporting and how this type of
‘conceived space’ contrasted with local residents experience of the project.

1.6.2 Data collection process and analysis

Data was collected between September 2016 and November 2017. The study population
of this research consists of local neighbourhood residents living in close proximity to
and of asylum seekers accommodated in one of the two case studies. In the context of
this research, local residents is defined as residents of the neighbourhood in which the
centre is located, with the maximum distance to the centre being a five minute walking
distance. The study population of local residents was also limited by the physical layout
of the two neighbourhoods (see figure 1). ‘Asylum seekers’ in this research are current
or former residents of one of the two case studies who are in the process of applying for
asylum or who have already received or been denied a refugee status. The heterogeneity
of both local residents and asylum seekers in terms of age, gender, country of origin and
length of residence in the centre or neighbourhood allows for a range of experiences and
opinions. Moreover, the research opted for heterogeneity in terms of asylum seekers’
ethnic backgrounds, which was motivated by Dahinden’s (2016) argument that while
ethnicity can be an important social category, it should not a priori be assumed to be the
key determinant of difference.

Local residents were recruited by distributing leaflets in the neighbourhoods in which
the two case studies were located, the aim of which was also to inform neighbourhood
residents about the research. In addition, local residents were recruited through
snowballing and by directly approaching individuals in the vicinity of both centres,
the latter proving to be the most successful recruitment strategy. Asylum seekers
accommodated in the GHC were recruited by directly approaching them in the semi-
public spaces of the building, while only few were recruited through snowballing or via
gatekeepers who were themselves residents of the GHC. Asylum seekers living in GUO
were recruited mostly through gatekeepers, which were members of the neighbourhood
support group or via individuals who were themselves refugees and were friends with
several residents of the centre. Chapter six of this thesis reflects on the issue of power-
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FAMILIAR STRANGERS, DISTANT NEIGHBOURS

In this dissertation, urban geographer Marielle Zill compares
the everyday experiences of asylum seekers and local resi-
dents of two different inner-city asylum centres in Augsburg,
Germany. Her research takes a closer look at how differences
between collective forms of asylum accommodation, inclu-
ding spatial location, size or architecture, shape feelings of
familiarity and estrangement between asylum seekers and
local residents. Her empirical results suggest that larger,
closed and mono-functional forms of asylum seeker accommo-
dation limit possibilities for individual recognition and exa-
cerbate feelings of estrangement between asylum seekers
and local residents. Small, open and multi-functional asylum
accommodations are more likely to increase familiarity bet-
ween both groups and thereby contribute to a sense of safety.

Through its ethnographic approach, this dissertation provi-
des a more nuanced account of a polarized debate by illustra-
ting not only how asylum accommodation creates ‘discomfort
for all’, but also how alternative forms of asylum accommoda-
tion can increase feelings of familiarity and comfort for local
residents and asylum seekers and thereby benefit society at
large.
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