Local Friends

Literature Review

The academic literature indicates that
bridging social capital and networks are key
for immigrants’ sense of belonging and socio-
economic life. Social ties between groups are
significant to refugee success. Furthermore,
studies suggest that contacts and trust are
especially key in rural areas. When so much of
rural resettlement relies on individuals and
relationships, people and the links between
them are increasingly important. Finally, rural
refugee studies see volunteers as potential
citizen planners and agents of emotional
citizenry. Simultaneously, they acknowledge
that this requires openness, learning, and
collaboration.

Refugees overwhelmingly reported high
satisfaction with local US friends. Refugees
satisfied in their friendships with local US
friends were more likely to be satisfied with
their health, leisure/fun, and refugee
friendships, but not necessarily with their
wider socio-economic life.

Quantitative Analysis

Satisfaction with local US friendships was
lower among unemployed individuals, single
men, single moms, and refugees reuniting

with ‘Vermont Ties’ (i.e. local refugee family or
friends).
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Refugee Interviews

Local friends were regularly described by
interviewed refugees as their American
‘family.’ This illustrates the heavy significance
of these local relationships for refugees'
sense of belonging. Participants often
reported inter-generational friends but had
very few of their ‘own age'. This is indicative
of Vermont's aging population and the
tendency of volunteers to be retirees.

This way of talking about local friends also
revealed confusion and  discrepancies
between who is a friend and who is a
volunteer. Volunteers were sometimes seen
and understood by refugees as friends.

Similarly, refugees sometimes treated local
friends as volunteers and asked them to

undertake volunteer-like tasks (e.g.
transportation, donation of items, assistance
with  paperwork/appointments). The line
between volunteer and friend was at times,
blurred.

This blurring of volunteering and friendship
pointed to the challenge of navigating cultural
differences in closeness and solidarity among
friends, as many refugee cultures and local
Vermonters have different understandings of
what is expected of friends and neighbors.

“Yeah, the advantage is that the people are very good. Yeah,
because you are leaving your country, you are leaving everything
behind, so you really need some love from the community, some

kind of kindness from the community, which | have seen that here

in Vermont. So, that's the only thing which | love here. But the big

cities, people are not so friendly. Everyone is busy with their own
things.”" — Afghan female in Brattleboro



