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Pioneer migrants and their social relations in super-diverse London. 
 

 

Susanne Wessendorf1 

International Inequalities Institute (III) 

London School of Economics, London, UK 

 

Abstract 

Urban areas in Europe and beyond have seen significant changes in immigration patterns, leading to 

profound diversification characterized by the multiplication of people of different national origins, 

migration histories, religions, educational backgrounds, legal statuses and socio-economic 

backgrounds, a condition now commonly described as super-diversity. An important part of this 

super-diversity are individual migrants who do not follow established chain migrations. Little is 

known about processes of settlement of migrants who do not form part of larger migration 

movements and who are not able to draw on the support of others of the same national, ethnic, 

linguistic and religious background. This article describes patterns of settlement of such individual 

migrants in London. Drawing on the notion of ‘pioneer migration’, the article focuses on social 

networks, examining the kinds of social relations pioneer migrants form in the course of settlement, 

and showing that many migrants strive to form social relations beyond co-ethnics.  

 

Key words: pioneer migration, super-diversity, methodological nationalism, social relations, 

settlement, London 

 

Urban diversity has taken on new forms in recent years. Not only has the nature of immigration been 

changing globally, but over the past two decades, the demographic changes brought by immigration 

have accelerated. In the case of the UK, people have been arriving under various legal categories 

such as work schemes, economic migrants, students, asylum-seekers, undocumented persons, and 

more, and they have been coming from a range of countries of origin, doing a broader range of jobs 

and for more varied lengths of stay than before (Vertovec 2007). These new patterns of immigration 

have resulted in super-diversity, a condition of more mixed origins, ethnicities, languages, religions, 

work and living conditions, legal statuses, periods of stay, and transnational connections than many 

cities have ever faced (Meissner & Vertovec 2015; Vertovec 2007).  

An important part of the dynamics of super-diversity in many urban communities is the 

presence of many migrants who arrive individually and do not follow established chain migrations. 

Migration scholarship generally focuses on large migration movements. However, many initial 

migration movements do not involve, or even evolve into, migrations of much larger numbers of 

people (de Haas 2010). Little is known about processes of settlement of individual migrants who 

might not be able to draw on the support of people with whom they share the same national, 

religious, linguistic, ethnic and socio-economic background and who have preceded them in 

undertaking the same migration journey during a similar time period. How do these migrants settle 

in a super-diverse context? What kinds of networks of support do they form? Where do they get 

information about settlement, and how do they make friends?  
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This article describes patterns of settlement among a diverse group of such individual 

migrants, here conceptualized as pioneer migrants. The paper focuses on one crucial aspect of 

settlement, namely social networks, looking at the kinds of social relations pioneer migrants form 

upon arrival and in the course of settlement. 

Social networks have long been recognized as key to understanding both migration and 

migrant settlement, with a large body of literature analysing their role in various stages of the 

migration process (Boyd 1989; Massey et al 1998). Migration literature on early settlement generally 

assumes that migrants will gravitate towards co-ethnics with whom they share a language, similar 

cultural values and religious beliefs. In her review of the social scientific literature on transnational 

and local migrant networks, Moraşanu (2010) shows how this literature has been dominated by a 

focus on specific ethnic groups, interpreting migrant networks as ethnic networks so that ‘mixed 

networks never achieve prominence or are altogether ignored’ (Moroşanu 2010:6). This orientation 

has been changing in the context of work attempting to shed light on other-than-ethnic factors in 

shaping migrants’ social relations (Ryan 2011; Moraşanu 2013; Williams 2006), some of which draws 

on scholarship in urban sociology and anthropology (Blokland 2003; Glick Schiller & Çağlar 2013; 

Glick Schiller et al 2006; Wimmer 2004). 

The research on which this article is based did not focus on migrants from a specific country 

of origin, but on a broad range of countries of origin and migrants with various educational 

backgrounds, legal statuses, religions and other social characteristics. The research participants had 

migrated individually and lacked social capital when arriving, and had arrived within the last ten 

years. The aim of the research was to move away from the assumption that country of origin or 

ethnicity are the main factors shaping settlement, also critiqued as methodological nationalism (Fox 

& Jones 2013; Glick Schiller et al 2006; Wimmer & Glick Schiller 2002). Looking at the role of other-

than-ethnic factors in migrant settlement enables us to analyse whether, when, how and why 

ethnicity or national origin can become salient or not (Brubaker 2004; Glick Schiller & Çağlar 2013; 

Wessendorf 2013; Wimmer 2004). Approaching the field without assuming specific sociological 

categories to be more relevant than others could also be described as a super-diversity lens which 

does not assume ethnicity and nationality to be the determining factors in migrant settlement (but 

see Aptekar, this issue).,  Pioneer settlement in 21st century London is considerably different to the 

settlement of migrants after World War II when migrants came from a smaller number of (mostly 

post-colonial) countries of origin, often shared common histories and aspirations, and settled in 

areas characterized by much less previous immigration than current super-diverse neighbourhoods.  

This article draws on Bourdieu’s differentiation between economic, cultural and social capital 

to illustrate variations in settlement patterns. Economic capital refers to economic resources and 

assets, while social capital refers to the resources gained from ‘durable networks of more or less 

institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance or recognition’ (Bourdieu 1986:248). Social 

capital is thus defined by its ‘ability to secure benefits by virtue of membership in social networks’ 

(Portes 1998:6). Cultural capital consists of a person’s collection of knowledge and skills, including 

formal education (also referred to as institutionalized cultural capital or human capital), IT literacy, as 

well as, in the case of migrants, knowledge of the majority language (Bourdieu 1986). It also includes 

knowledge of the local habitus in terms of taste, dress, style, etc. (Bourdieu 1990). Cultural capital 

proved to be crucial in regards to the research participants’ social network formation. As I will discuss 

below, one of the characteristics of pioneer migrants is that they often have higher cultural capital 

than those who follow established migration patterns. In fact, 18 out of the 23 pioneer migrants who 

participated in the research had high cultural capital when arriving in London, including knowledge of 
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English and IT skills, institutionalized forms of capital such as higher education, as well as knowledge 

of the local habitus in terms of taste, dress, style, etc. (Bourdieu 1986). This enabled them to form 

social relations with people of similar educational backgrounds. Elsewhere, I have shown how high 

cultural capital also made a difference in the kinds of social relations and social capital 

undocumented migrants and asylum seekers build during initial settlement (Wessendorf 2017 

[forthcoming-b]). Among the study participants presented here, high cultural capital seemed to 

facilitate the formation of social networks beyond their ‘ethnic group’, whereas the (minority of) 

research participants with low cultural capital more heavily relied on co-ethnic and religious social 

networks upon arrival. Even if only in small numbers, the pioneers with limited education or 

knowledge of English tended to cluster together and form stronger ethnic ties. Both historical 

research on immigrant settlement as well as more recent research has shown that during the early 

stages of settlement such co-ethnic networks can be crucial in accessing resources and information 

(Cheung & Phillimore 2013). The co-ethnic social networks of the research participants with low 

cultural capital might thus be related to their newcomer status. Over time, and with increased 

knowledge of English, they might well build networks beyond co-ethnics. In fact, a range of studies 

indicate that migrants with lower cultural capital build alliances across ethnic differences, in 

neighbourhoods, work-places, religious sites and political associations (e.g. Hudson et al. 2009; 

Lamont 2002; Morasanu 2013; Werbner 1999).  

The article is based on qualitative research in East London from 2014 to 2015, including 23 

in-depth interviews as well as 4 focus groups with recent migrants, and 18 interviews with people 

working in the migrant sector such as English teachers and social workers, altogether involving a total 

of 69 respondents. Respondents (including those who participated in focus groups) came from 31 

countries of origin including Chechnya, Uzbekistan, Senegal, Ivory Coast, Argentina, Chile, and 

Southern Azerbaijan. Sixteen of the 23 interviewees were female and research participants’ ages 

ranged from 23 to 47. At the time of writing this article, a comparative study was undertaken in 

Birmingham, with 25 research participants. Preliminary results reflect patterns of settlement and 

social network formation similar to those found in East London. This paper, however, only draws on 

the interviews with the London research participants. Research participants were found through 

personal social networks formed during previous fieldwork in the area (Wessendorf 2014), snowball 

sampling, through religious and voluntary organisations, English classes and serendipitous 

encounters, for example on playgrounds. Interviews were conducted in English, French, Italian and 

Spanish, transcribed and coded in NVivo. The author lived in the area where research was conducted 

and, on some occasions, had the opportunity to see research participants beyond a one-off 

interview, thus extending her knowledge about their life-worlds. East London could be described as a 

typical immigrant reception area, with a long-standing history of immigrant succession, especially 

since World War II (Butcher 2017; Butler & Hamnet 2011; Neal et al. 2015; Wessendorf 2014). 

The research participants had various legal statuses, ranging from EU citizenship to work 

visas, asylum seekers and refugees. What became clear is that legal status determined all other 

aspects of settlement, although it is not, I should note, a focus in this article. UK asylum dispersal 

policies mean that asylum seekers are housed in places not of their choice (Hynes & Sales 2010), and 

asylum seekers are not allowed to work. The six asylum seekers and undocumented migrants in the 

study were by far the most disadvantaged among the research participants due to their legal status. I 

address the impact of, among other things, the prohibition to work and resulting social isolation 

elsewhere (Wessendorf 2017 [forthcoming-b]). 
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I begin by providing a short overview of the literature on pioneer migration, considering how 

it relates to super-diversity in terms of differentiation within groups as well as the formation of social 

networks which go beyond co-ethnics. I link this literature with scholarly discourses concerning 

cohesion and social capital, which often assume that migrants draw on bonding social capital with 

co-ethnics. The empirical section describes how initial social contacts are often with co-ethnics, but 

that most research participants soon developed different kinds of networks with people who shared 

similar interests or the same language, although they were not necessarily from the same country or 

region of origin. I discuss the reasons for this lack of interest in co-ethnic social networks, ranging 

from political tensions to gender differences and issues of social control.  

 

Pioneer migrants and social networks 

Bertin from Spain arrived in London some 10 years ago, aged 22. He knew no one. He came with his 

girlfriend, and they first stayed in a hostel in central London. Although he had high cultural capital in 

terms of his education and previous work in the film industry in Spain, he was forced to start from 

scratch in London because of his limited knowledge of English. He spent the first weeks walking 

around central London, handing out his CV in cafes and bars. By chance, he bumped into a Spanish-

speaking woman in a cinema, who gave him the telephone number of an acquaintance who was 

renting a room in North East London. Despite finding housing, Bertin and his girlfriend did not 

manage to get work and establish themselves in London, and after only a few months moved to 

Dublin, where a friend of his girlfriend’s cousin was living. They obtained accommodation through 

this contact, and found work with a builder through an advertisement on gumtree, a website 

advertising accommodation, employment and goods. After about ten months in Dublin, their English 

had improved and they had saved enough money to return to London and try again. This time, Bertin 

managed to find (badly paid) work in the film industry, and slowly worked his way up the ladder.  

Today, Bertin is well established in the film industry as a digital composer, although it took him ten 

years to get to this position. In the meantime, he also helped about fifteen friends from Spain settle 

in London, providing them with initial accommodation and information about jobs, housing and 

other practicalities.  

Bertin is a true pioneer, starting off with no contacts in London. But he slowly established 

himself both professionally and socially, to the point that when Spain faced a severe economic crisis, 

he was able to help friends follow in his footsteps. He thus turned from pioneer to gate keeper.  

What makes Bertin a pioneer migrant? Bertin was pioneering in that he migrated as an 

individual and not as part of a group, and he did not follow an established path of migration. He also 

exemplifies that migration at the initial or pioneer stage is an innovative process. Pioneer migrants 

have been recognized as taking higher risks than subsequent migrants; they are often 

entrepreneurial, relatively well off and better educated than later migrants (MacDonald 1964; de 

Haas 2010; Browning & Feindt 1969; Petersen 1958). This was confirmed in the project represented 

here, where three quarters of the research participants came with high cultural capital, even if many 

had limited financial resources on arrival. 

Migration scholars have identified different stages of migration processes to describe how 

migration from a sending to a destination country changes and becomes established over time 

(Lindstrom & López Ramírez 2010). Migration has been, for example, divided into three periods: the 

initial or pioneer stage, the early adopter or group migration stage and the mature or mass migration 

stage (Jones 1998; Petersen 1958). An established flow of people, goods, services and information 

between two places or a set of places has also been described as a migration system which emerges 
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as a result of initial pioneer migration coupled with feedback mechanisms consisting of information 

travelling back from the destination country, which leads to further migration (Mabogunje 1970; 

Bakewell et al. 2012).i  An important element of migration systems is chain migration, a process by 

which potential migrants find out about opportunities and are provided with help for transportation, 

accommodation and employment by previous migrants (MacDonald & MacDonald 1964).  

In the context of research into super-diversity, differentiations within migrant groups have 

recently gained increasing attention (Vertovec 2007; Meissner & Vertovec 2015). Pointing to the 

danger of methodological nationalism  when studying migrants based on country of birth or 

citizenship, Bakewell et al. (2012:424) emphasise that groups from specific nations ‘can generally be 

broken down into several subgroups, periods of arrival, and modes of and reasons for migrating’. 

National origin groups can thus consist of several sub-groups originating from different regions, 

cities, ethnic, religious or class groups, migrating at different times, and receiving different legal 

statuses in the settlement destination (see also Berg 2011). Migrant flows are often differentiated by 

class and education, and early pioneers in many cases are distinct from later arrivals.  For example, 

initial labour migration to Western Europe after World War II was often followed by family migration, 

student migration or the migration of high-skilled professionals (Kubal et al 2011a; 2011b). Early and 

later arrivals from the same nation of origin need not have much contact, as shown by the case of  

Indian migrants who came to Britain in the 1950s and 1960s and current arrivals (Visram 2002). In 

general, according to Bakewell et al. (2012:426) the notion of ‘pioneer’ should be contextualized 

‘with regard to the specific group, time-frame and locality (of origin, and settlement), and type of 

migration’.  

According to Dekker and Engbersen (2012), much of the migration literature, which focuses 

on established migration movements, understands migrants’ networks as consisting of what have 

also been described as strong ties (Granovetter 1973) such as family relations or close friendships 

and tight co-ethnic networks. However, the case of pioneer migrants demonstrates how, as has been 

shown more generally in urban contexts, many people today do not  form part of dense and close 

communities, but develop a variety of changing and loose networks consisting of weak ties (Dekker & 

Engbersen 2012; Granovetter 1973; Wellman 1999). These weak ties can be crucial for migrants who 

are pioneering in their movement to a new place and cannot draw on existing and established social 

networks in the immigration context.  

Literature on migrant settlement has used Bourdieu’s (1986) notion of social capital to 

describe the role of social relations in regards to the integration of migrants (e.g. Cheung & 

Phillimore 2013; Goodson & Phillimore 2008). Pioneer migrants usually arrive with limited social 

capital when settling in London. However, few migrants arrive unconnected, and most new arrivals 

have at least one connection with someone from their country of origin. These ‘foundation networks’ 

(Phillimore et al. 2014) are often characterized by weak ties (Granovetter 1973). 

Putnam’s (2000) differentiation between bonding social capital, referring to social relations 

within groups, and bridging social capital to refer to social relations across groups, has been crucial in 

thinking about the role of social relations in migrant settlement. Academic and policy literature on 

migrant integration has emphasised the merit of bridging social capital both for migrant integration 

as well as social cohesion (Commission on Integration and Cohesion 2007), although the notion  has 

come in for criticism for putting the burden of cohesion and bridging social capital on migrants rather 

than the majority society (see, among many others, Hickman et al 2012; Portes & Vickstrom 2011; 

Cheong et al 2007). The policy literature on cohesion in particular has assumed that ethnicity and 

religion define the boundaries within and beyond which migrants build bonding and bridging social 
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capital. In her critical review of the use of the social capital concept, Ryan (2011) shows how Polish 

migrants consciously extended their friendship networks beyond co-ethnics, but with people of 

similar educational backgrounds in order to learn more about the place of settlement. Rather than 

nationality, factors such as shared interests, similar careers and educational backgrounds shaped 

social relations during initial settlement. They were thus bridging beyond ethnicity, but bonding with 

migrants in similar social positions (see also Meissner 2016; Ryan 2011).  

 

  

Foundation contacts 

How do pioneer migrants settle in a new place? What is the role of social networks in the settlement 

process? How do pioneer migrants access practical and emotional support when they arrive?  

Initially, most migrants rely on foundation networks, meaning pre-existing networks of 

acquaintances, friends or family (Phillimore et al 2014). Foundation networks that develop out of 

initial contacts are key for pioneers, and as they root themselves in London, they create further social 

networks which are characterized by a combination of co-ethnics and others and, interestingly, in 

some cases by an attempt to distance themselves from co-ethnics. Although pioneer migrants cannot 

dock onto already established ethnic communities, almost all of my research participants had at least 

one contact when they arrived. Indeed, in the case of pioneer migrants, the notion of ‘foundation 

networks’ are better termed ‘foundation contacts’, because the initial contacts are often 

characterized by a single connection, rather than a connection to a network of people. Among my 

research participants, these connections were often with a co-ethnic (Bertin, the Spanish migrant in 

the film industry, was an exception to this generalization.) Apart from research participants who 

came to London to study and had thus set up a University place prior to arrival, including 

accommodation through the university, most other participants stated that one reason they came to 

London was that they had one contact there. ‘I wouldn’t have come without knowing at least one 

person’ was a common statement. Importantly, however, these contacts were not necessarily 

characterized by close ties, but were often weak or indirect.  

For example Aika from Kyrgyzstan, who came to London when she was 22, had one contact 

via someone in her home town who had given her a package for a Kyrgyz acquaintance in London.  

 

I arrived here, and somebody asked me if I could pass on a parcel to somebody who lived 

in London; I didn't know anybody at all when I was coming. I booked a room for 2 weeks in 

Wimbledon. I didn't know how to get there, you know, but because I was passing on this 

parcel I was hoping that they can tell me, direct me, how to get there. ... So the friend of a 

friend was kind enough to show me all the way to Wimbledon.  

 

Aika did not like the room in Wimbledon, nor the area, and instead found a shared house with other 

people from Kyrgyzstan in Hackney through the same person to whom she had brought the package. 

Especially in regards to housing, foundation contacts were crucial for all of my research participants.  

First contacts are sometimes made on the way to the UK. An undocumented migrant from 

Mali arrived at Heathrow airport with an address on a piece of paper of someone he did not know, 

but whose contact information he was given en route while waiting for his tourist visa in the Ivory 

Coast. Through this initial contact, he found both housing and work. Similarly, Alp, aged 34, from 

Southern Azerbaijan (an area in northern Iran) had met other Southern Azerbaijanis in Calais before 

he crossed to England on the back of a lorry in 2006, and he contacted these people again once he 
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had arrived in London. Those whose asylum claim was successful were able to give him information 

about solicitors and legal advice centres to help with his asylum claim. After living in the UK for nine 

years, and after finally getting limited leave to remain in 2010, he continues to have this network of 

friends who speak the same language, although he also has a group of friends of other national 

backgrounds, some of them neighbours, others fellow students.  

For migrants who might not bump into other people on the street from their country of 

origin or who speak the same language, the internet can play an important role during settlement. In 

their study of Brazilian, Ukrainian and Moroccan migrants in Dutch cities, Dekker and Engbersen 

(2012) show how social media not only facilitate continuing relationships with those left behind, but 

can also lead to social contacts in the immigration context. This was exemplified by an Argentinean 

research participant who found out via Facebook that some of her friends from back home were in 

London. There are also numerous internet platforms where migrants can find assistance in practical 

aspects of settlement, as well as emotional support. For example, the research participant from 

Georgia (aged 34) found a Facebook site of Russian-speaking mothers who share information online 

about settling and raising children in London. Not only do they share the same language, but also the 

experience of motherhood and similar educational backgrounds. Some of these mothers sometimes 

meet for picnics and thus form new, pan-ethnic friendships.  

Another example of social networks based on language are those of Spanish speakers; many 

hav formed social relations with people from other Latin American countries or Spain with whom 

they share similar educational backgrounds. There is also a network of Malinke speaking Muslims 

from West Africa who regularly meet at an Ivorian Muslim community centre for worship and 

socializing. Language and religion are thus important factors linking people pan-ethnically and 

potentially leading to networks of support (Wessendorf 2017 forthcoming-a).  Sometimes, religious 

affiliations override the importance of language, as in the case of an illiterate Orthodox Jewish 

Yemeni refugee woman who spoke no English upon arrival at the age of 22. When she arrived in 

London with her husband, their only contact was one uncle. Their settlement was entirely shaped 

and supported by the network of the international Orthodox Jewish community within which her 

uncle was embedded.  

 Alisher from Uzbekistan, who came to London as a student in his early twenties, had one 

Uzbek contact in London with whom he shared a flat for two weeks after his arrival. He then found a 

room through an advertisement in a free Russian newspaper which he had picked up in central 

London. Since then, he has not had any Uzbek friends, but developed friendships with people from 

many different national and ethnic backgrounds. His experiences indicate that just because people 

speak the same language, have the same religion or come from the same country of origin does not 

mean that they will end up socializing – or even want to socialize – with each other.  To come back to 

the notion of methodological nationalism (Wimmer & Glick Schiller 2002) and the assumption that 

individuals gravitate towards co-ethnics, what is clear is  that migrants from specific countries cannot 

simply be lumped together: they are divided by time of arrival and participation in different waves of 

migration, but also region of origin, educational background, and class position, among other 

characteristics (Bakewell et al. 2012; Berg 2011; Meissner 2016).  Moreover, some migrants are not 

interested in keeping ties to co-ethnics (Ryan 2011, Moroşanu 2010).  

 It should be noted that many crucial encounters during the early stages of settlement are 

serendipitous and unexpected, but end up providing support and resources or simply making the 

pioneer migrants feel more comfortable in London. For example Hamam, the Orthodox Jewish 

woman from Yemen mentioned above, spent the first three years in London without any knowledge 
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of English, but got support from a Jewish nurse after the birth of her third child. Only through this 

nurse did she find out about English classes. Gaining access to these classes was not only a huge step 

towards learning English and finally feeling less isolated, but also represented her first opportunity to 

obtain formal education and access to literacy. For Hamam, this was a life changing experience.  

 Aika from Kyrgyzstan, quoted earlier, told me how her life changed thanks to an English 

friend’s mother who, when struggling to find out what to do with her life, provided her with 

materials for sewing, and advised her to open her own business. She now earns a living by selling 

children’s clothes she makes. And Gabriela from Brazil moved in with an Italian young man who was 

renting a room in his flat. Through her new Italian housemate, she met many other people who 

shared similar interests and through whom she finally felt a sense of home and belonging in London. 

They did not share an ethnic or class background, but these friendships were based on shared 

experiences of being migrants, as well as common interests.   

 

Beyond co-ethnic networks 

Aika from Kyrgyzstan was initially grateful for finding a house so easily, but she was soon unhappy to 

be sharing this house with other Kyrgyz.  

 

A: After staying there for 3 months I decided that it was like not leaving Kyrgyzstan. 

S: Because the whole house was other people from Kyrgyzstan?  

A: Yes, and it wasn't what I wanted. I was totally against that because I said  I didn't come 

here to experience you guys, because I know what you're like, it was, I mean [laughs] I 

have Kyrgyz friends, don't get me wrong, you miss your home, you miss the people, but it 

was completely, it wasn't what I wanted. So my friend, one of my best friends came three 

months later and when she came I said to her ‘let's move, because now it's two of us we 

can move somewhere else’, so we moved to Old Street and lived there together for a year.  

 

Aika represents a common example of pioneer migrants who, drawing on foundation 

contacts with (a limited number of) co-ethnics upon arrival, actively attempt to build networks with 

people who are not from the same country. Some actually distance themselves from co-ethnics. 

Moraşanu (2013), in her study of Romanians’ social networks in London, noted how students and 

professionals in particular showed a specific cosmopolitan outlook and consciously attempted to 

meet non-Romanians. Similarly, although they lacked explicit cosmopolitan orientations, low-skilled 

Romanian migrants formed relations beyond co-ethnics, which were sometimes nurtured by a 

shared situation of precariousness. Among my research participants, it was mainly those with high 

cultural capital who spoke the majority language and were able to navigate the local system by way 

of obtaining information about settlement on the internet, and gaining access to the labour market, 

who were keen to form social relations beyond co-ethnics. Migrants who spoke limited English, 

including those with high educational backgrounds, relied more on co-ethnic social networks. There 

were different reasons why pioneer migrants attempted to build networks with people of other 

national and ethnic backgrounds, ranging from political tensions in their countries of origin, to issues 

around social control, as well as lack of shared educational and class backgrounds. For example 

Amina, a Woman’s Rights Activist from Chechnya (aged 32) who had been granted refugee status, 

preferred to limit her relations with other Chechens for fear of information about her whereabouts 

and activities reaching the ’wrong’ people back in Chechnya, a concern also reported in other studies 

of refugees in the UK (Williams 2006). Others I spoke with simply did not feel they had enough in 
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common with migrants from their countries of origin; those who felt this way were often among the 

very first ones from their region of origin, class or educational background to arrive and did not see 

themselves as part of a larger migration movement.  

Maria Paula from Colombia, for example, came to London as a student in 2007 in her 

twentiesand had one initial contact, the son of a friend of her mother’s. He formed part of the 

Colombian elite who had come to the UK to study at Oxbridge and worked in sectors such as banking. 

He turned out not to be a crucial contact in Maria Paula’s settlement process, because his interests 

and life style differed so much from hers. Nor did she feel she had much in common with those in the 

other part of the Colombian community in London, consisting of people primarily working as cleaners 

and with relatively low levels of education. Maria Paula noted that when the Colombian embassy 

organised events for Colombians in London, it was not ‘for people like her’, i.e. educated middle-class 

people who did not form part of the elite, but also were not working class.  Her friends were mainly 

of non-Colombian backgrounds and people she had met at university when she first arrived in 

London.   

Similarly, Gabriela from Brazil (aged 37) could not relate to fellow Brazilians when she came 

to London, explaining this in terms of regional differences within Brazil, as well as a lack of shared 

interests. Francisca from Chile (aged 35) told me that yes, there were quite a few other Chileans in 

London, but most came to study and planned to return. They formed a tight social milieu to which 

she couldn’t relate, partly because she had more permanent plans to stay in the UK and also because 

she wanted to distance herself from the educated Santiago middle-class social circles which she had 

been part of back home.  

 Another important reason for limiting contacts with co-ethnics mentioned by my informants 

is social control. Their migration was partly motivated by the desire to get away from tight-knit 

communities of origin, as well as wanting to explore new ways of life and find a place where they felt 

less constrained in how they identified and led their lives. De Haas points to the danger of 

‘automatically conceiving migration as an act of group solidarity or as part of household livelihood 

strategies’ (de Haas 2010:1606). My research participants’ statements attest to the attempt to build 

a new life away from tight social structures experienced in the home community, which, many 

feared, might be reproduced by becoming too involved with co-ethnics in London. This is especially 

true for women, who often felt that home-country norms and customs were stultifying. Aika 

emphasised that one reason she did not want to live with Kyrgyz people in London or return to 

Kyrgyzstan was that she enjoyed her new freedoms gained in the UK as a woman: 

 

It was kind of 'ah, actually I don't have to do this if I don't want to', and there was a, I don't 

know [in Kyrgyzstan] you're kind of a waitress you're kind of a slave in a way you know. If 

you're the youngest you have to do this, if you're a woman you have to do this, or if you 

are a sister-in-law you have to... you know it's always this kind of rigid some sort of 

regulation within the society you have to follow and it was really tiring. And once you've 

been exposed that things can be different you realize, do you really want to be back in that 

society? 

 

Likewise, a 25 year old refugee woman from Yemen preferred staying in a youth hostel while looking 

for work and establishing herself financially, rather than living with one of the Yemeni families she 

knew in London.  
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I'm trying my best to be, to have space, not to be in contact with them, because, for me I 

want to start a new life, and I don't want someone to be like, controlling me from above. 

And they don't understand the space and the privacy and this stuff. So I'm trying to stay 

away from them.  

 

These attempts to ‘start a new life away from tight-knit communities could also be related to the life-

stage of these relatively young pioneer migrants.  

On a more practical level, research participants also said that spending time with co-ethnics 

would simply limit their ability to improve their English and expand their knowledge about the place 

where they settled, an issue also observed by Ryan (2011).  

And there is another critical point that is interlaced with many of the examples presented 

here.  Those who arrive with a secure legal status and are fairly highly educated typically do not feel 

the same need to seek economic and social support from co-ethnics as those with less education or 

precarious legal status.  As Bakewell et al. (2012:431) note, 

 

… the more highly skilled and wealthier pioneers are likely to be less dependent on family 

and kin to migrate, as well as to settle and feel good in the destination, because of their 

financial and human as well as cultural capital, which allow them to migrate more 

independently. As they are less dependent on family networks and ethnic business clusters 

and more likely to be attracted by job opportunities, they are also less likely to cluster at 

destinations, thereby lowering the chances for migration system formation.  

 

Although none of my research participants arrived with much financial capital, they made up for this 

as well as their limited social capital with high cultural capital.  A study of professional Brazilian 

migrants in the UK found that they saw their migration as an individual project whose success did not 

depend on family or co-ethnic acquaintances, but rather on their professional establishment in 

Britain (Kubal et al. 2011a). Among my research participants with high cultural capital, including 

refugees whose initial motivation to move to the UK was political rather than to enhance their 

career, the goal of  professional establishment and ultimately social upward mobility in the UK was at 

the centre of their settlement strategies  Wessendorf (2017 [forthcoming-b]).  What is noteworthy is 

that the research participants who had very little cultural capital relied more heavily on co-ethnic and 

religious social networks which, as mentioned earlier , might be due to limited knowledge of English 

and, over time, might well change. For my research participants, cultural capital thus clearly enabled 

and shaped relations that extended beyond co-ethnics. 

   

Conclusion 

An important part of the demographic condition of today’s super-diversity in certain urban areas is 

the presence of pioneer migrants who lack social capital and do not follow established migration 

movements, and who are differentiated by such characteristics as legal status, religion, country of 

origin and educational background. This article is an attempt to describe patterns of settlement 

among these pioneer migrants, with a particular focus on social network formation. As described in 

earlier literature on pioneer migration, many of the first people to move to a new country have 

higher financial and cultural capital than those who follow established migration routes (MacDonald 

& MacDonald 1964; Browning & Feindt 1969; de Haas 2010; Petersen 1958). They are among the 

innovators who individually and often independently chose to attempt a new life in an unknown 
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place. Many of my research participants arrived in the UK with high cultural capital, but little to no 

social capital and limited financial means. Their pathways of settlement were extremely varied, but 

some similarities could be identified. Only a small minority arrived without even one connection. 

Most migrants had one contact, often indirect, for example in the form of an address on a piece of 

paper, or a package to pass on to a friend of a friend from back home, or a telephone number. While 

these initial contacts were usually with co-ethnics, most migrants soon expanded their networks to 

people with whom they had things in common beyond national or ethnic backgrounds. Such new 

relations were sometimes along linguistic lines, with people who spoke the same language and with 

whom they shared common interests; other times new relations were formed on the basis of shared 

educational backgrounds. Many research participants distanced themselves from co-ethnics. Reasons 

for this ranged from wanting to improve their English, to issues around social control and gender 

relations, or political factors related to conflicts in their country of origin, as exemplified by the 

Chechen refugee. However, distancing from co-ethnics was also related to high cultural capital in 

terms of educational background and knowledge of English, which enabled them to form social 

relations with people of similar educational backgrounds. The social networks of migrants with little 

cultural capital in terms of knowledge of English, educational background and embodied cultural 

capital, it is critical to emphasize, were more constrained and limited to co-ethnics or people with the 

same language or religion. As I have pointed out, this might be due to the limited period of time they 

had resided in London at the time of the research; with longer residence in London, and greater 

proficiency in  English, their networks might well expand and diversify. Indeed, other studies have 

shown not only that co-ethnic networks are crucial for working-class migrants (Cheung and 

Phillimore 2013) but that these migrants also have a range of social relations and interactions beyond 

co-ethnics (Hudson et al. 2009; Morasanu 2013; Werbner 1999).  

 Literature on migration and migrant settlement has generally looked at migrants who form 

part of larger and longer-established migration movements, assuming that social relations upon 

settlement are primarily defined by ethnicity and nationality. With the example of pioneer migrants, 

and, it should be said, mostly highly educated pioneers, this article has shed light on the variegated 

pathways of settlement which result from diversified immigration into super-diverse contexts. These 

pioneer migrants do not follow the pathways of settlement previously assumed to be common by 

way of settling into ethnic enclaves or communities. Rather, they innovatively and actively build 

networks across categories such as ethnicity, language and nationality. Moraşanu (2013) describes 

such social network formation as patchworking, which sums up well the ways in which pioneer 

migrants meet people through places like work, house shares, and civil society organisations and 

form relations with people of different backgrounds. 

It is difficult to describe these types of relationships in the way that categories such as 

bridging or bonding social capital have been used, assuming that the categories across which 

migrants bridge or bond are defined by ethnicity and nationality. Like Ryan’s (2011) Polish research 

participants, the pioneer migrants who participated in this study formed bridging relations across 

ethnicity and country of origin, although they bonded with people of similar educational 

backgrounds.  

Looking at pioneer migrants’ pathways of settlement helps us to refocus our attention on 

other-than-ethnic factors of super-diversity such as legal status, class, religion and educational 

background when analysing migrant settlement (Wessendorf 2017 [forthcoming b). Furthermore, 

examining pioneer migrants’ settlement in places which are super-diverse raises questions about 

notions of integration and cohesion which emphasise the need for migrants to build bridging 
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relations beyond their (ethnic) ‘group’. The fact is that many pioneers already have established these 

kinds of bridging relations. While some pioneer migrants find comfort in meeting co-ethnics, almost 

all of the participants in this research also formed social relations beyond co-ethnics, people who are 

not necessarily British born, but who form part of the super-diverse social fabric of London. The 

example of pioneer migrants demonstrates the importance of moving away from ‘groupist’ 

(Brubaker 2004) approaches towards analysing migration and migrant settlement and showing the 

variegated backgrounds represented in patterns of immigration in the 21st century.  
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i
 For a critical evaluation of migration systems theory, see Bakewell et al. (2012). 
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