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27 April 2021 // 10:00am – 12:00pm EDT 

Rapporteur: Tasha Stansbury—Graduate Fellow, University of Ottawa Refugee Hub 

 
Following the Opening Symposium of the Research Colloquium on Refugee Sponsorship in March 
2021, the University of Ottawa Refugee Hub hosted the first workshop of the series on 27 April 2021. 
The Colloquium involves a series of workshops and symposia held in 2021—2022 drawing upon 
expertise from many disciplines and from around the globe, and is organized with partners from the 
University of Ottawa, the Institute for Research into Superdiversity (IRiS) at the University of 
Birmingham, the Centre for Refugee Studies at York University, and the University of Toronto. It is 
funded by the Alex Trebek Forum for Dialogue and the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council. 

This first workshop focused on conceptual, practical, and ethical considerations of the role of 
sponsors in refugee sponsorship. The workshop hosted panelists Audrey Macklin of the University of 
Toronto, Leonie Ansems de Vries of King’s College London, Inka Stock of Bielefeld University, and 
Bekele Woyecha, director of UK Welcomes Refugees. The panel was moderated by Patti Lenard of 
the University of Ottawa.  

Presentation — Dr. Leonie Ansems de Vries: Power Dynamics in Sponsorship Relationships 

Dr. Ansems de Vries discussed the power relations in the dynamic and intersubjective processes of 
relationships that develop between sponsorship groups and newcomer families. She commented that 
there is an inherent imbalance built into the framework of refugee sponsorship: the sponsorship 
groups hold a position of control and stability that newcomer families do not. Sponsorship groups 
have control over establishing the parameters of the relationship ahead of time. On the other hand, 
the sponsored family has no capacity to plan in the same way, and arrives into an already established 
framework, often set up without their input. When sponsored families are reluctant to accept their 
sponsorship group’s plans, sponsorship groups can view their own ‘dialing back of’ pressure as ceding 
ground, which points to an unequal power balance. It is important to establish more equal 
relationships from the start of a sponsorship relationship, and to see families not just as people in 
need of support, but as human beings with histories, backgrounds, skills, and interests. Dr. Ansems 
de Vries also discussed the pervasive language of boundaries in the community sponsorship process, 
often associated with various forms of safeguarding. This language frames the refugee as “other” 
which is potentially disruptive to the majority society. Many boundaries (such as limitations on 
sponsors’ roles) are also created before a sponsored family’s arrival and without their input or 
knowledge, again reinforcing power hierarchies. Over time, the increased involvement of sponsored 
families’ involvement in their sponsors’ lives can be seen as a “caving in” of those established 
boundaries, rather than the establishment of a mutual relationship.  

https://refugeehub.ca/
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/superdiversity-institute/index.aspx
https://crs.info.yorku.ca/
https://www.uottawa.ca/forum-for-dialogue/
https://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/home-accueil-eng.aspx
https://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/home-accueil-eng.aspx
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Hd6EefMYBo
https://www.law.utoronto.ca/faculty-staff/full-time-faculty/audrey-macklin
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/people/dr-leonie-ansems-de-vries
https://www.uni-bielefeld.de/(en)/soz/personen/stock/
https://ukwelcomesrefugees.org/who_we_are/
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Presentation — Professor Audrey Macklin: Building Relationships in a Resettler Society 

Prof. Macklin’s presentation focused on the results of a survey of refugee sponsors, that is designed 
to explore how the project of ‘making refugees into citizens’ (through sponsorship) also remakes the 
citizenship of sponsors. Most of the sponsors surveyed were urban, women, middle-aged, middle-
class, left-leaning voters, white, well-educated, either Christian or Atheist/Agnostic, and first-time 
sponsors. For those to whom the process of sponsorship was new, it created two types of novel 
relationships: Sponsor-newcomer relationships and sponsor-sponsor relationships. Professor Macklin 
discussed what she called ‘structural parentalism’ in sponsor-newcomer relationships, where people 
make sense of new relationships by creating reference points to relationships that are already familiar 
to them. She explains that the metaphor, which is used by both sponsors and sponsored newcomers, 
is mirrored in the terms of the Canadian Refugee Sponsorship undertaking, which is very similar to 
those of the Family Class Sponsorship undertaking, including responsibility for providing financial 
and material support for the sponsored newcomer. Prof. Macklin also noted that parental metaphors 
were regularly invoked in interviews with sponsors. This metaphor was used in discussions of the 
special obligations that sponsorship creates by being an intimate non-professional relationship, in 
discussions of attempts to provide guidance and share one’s life experiences while respecting the 
other’s wishes, and in struggling to accept outcomes, similar to raising children. Many sponsors 
struggled with balancing guidance vs autonomy.  Some sponsors struggled with how much advice to 
give and what to do when their advice wasn’t taken. Prof. Macklin commented that the paternalistic 
power dynamic created expectations that sponsored newcomers would be grateful for—and take—
their sponsors’ advice, but this was often not the case. Sponsors also expressed difficulty with getting 
the balance right between supporting ‘their’ sponsored newcomers and promoting their independence. 
One sponsor, who had been previously sponsored as a refugee, reflected that most sponsors ‘baby’ 
newcomer families too much. Overall, the study’s findings indicate that sponsorship is a meaningful 
experience in active citizenship, engaging citizens in public work with transformative potential in 
personal, social, and political contexts.  

Presentation — Dr. Inka Stock: Buddy Schemes in Germany  

Dr. Stock discussed Germany’s ‘Buddy Schemes’, which are different from refugee sponsorship 
programs in that they are informal, non-binding, and non-institutionalized. However, Dr. Stock noted 
that the volunteers in her project still often match the demographic described in Professor Macklin’s 
work. Dr. Stock’s research focuses on how these "buddy” relationships influence the way volunteers 
think about migration and civil society’s role in refugee protection. Dr. Stock explained that motivation 
to participate in buddy schemes is primarily motivated by personal relationships. Volunteers choose 
newcomers to buddy up with newcomers based on an already-established personal liking, which later 
becomes a huge component of how both ends of the pairings make sense of their relationships. 
However, power imbalance dynamics are present in these relationships as well. There is generally a 
large age difference between buddies and newcomers, making it more akin to a parent-child 
relationship than a friendship. Strategies to overcome this power imbalance include exchange of 
caretaking tasks (such as handy work or language lessons) to create reciprocity, and “kinning”, or 
referring to one another as family members, to create a sense of belonging or inclusion. Buddy 
Schemes create opportunities for active citizenship, including development of tolerance, increased 
critical awareness of migrants’ issues, and heightened self-esteem of both volunteers and refugees. Dr. 
Stock noted that, in 2019, Germany introduced a sponsorship scheme similar to Canada’s. However, 
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Dr. Stock was not sure that all the volunteers she interviewed would want to become sponsors, 
because they wouldn’t be able to choose the person they would sponsor, would have an obligation to 
contribute materially to resettlement, and wouldn’t be able to help people who had little chance of 
gaining legal status. These are all important aspects of relationship building within the Buddy Schemes.  

Presentation — Bekele Woyecha: The role of sponsors in community sponsorship  

Mr. Woyecha’s presentation addressed three main questions: what motivates people to become 
sponsors, what sustains their involvement over time, and what challenges are inherent to sponsorship? 
Mr. Woyecha noted that UK Welcomes Refugees has found that a personal connection to a country 
or culture is a large motivator for becoming a sponsor, as well as a desire to address anger through 
action and do good. Stories of others’ positive experiences with sponsorship is also a motivator to 
become involved. A large part of sustainability of involvement continues to build on existing 
momentum, either through sponsoring other members of the same family, feeling more experienced 
and wanting to build on that experience, the availability of resources, and the desire to do more. 
Principal challenges in sponsorship include managing expectations of sponsors, unclear boundaries, 
and uneven power dynamics between sponsors and families. 

Q&A SESSION 

Questions about power imbalances:  

● How can refugees limit the impact of this power imbalance?  

● How do sponsors/buddies handle the power imbalance and setting of boundaries?  

● Should refugees be involved in the planning process for their own arrival? 

Dr. Ansems de Vries commented that attempts to establish the relationship earlier can be helpful to 
balance the power dynamic, as can diversifying community sponsorship. A key element is creating a 
broader understanding of refugees’ lives in order to better understand their needs.  Prof. Macklin 
noted that issues of boundaries often arise around expectations of close personal relationships that 
are either not met or exceeded, in which case sponsors feel they have to redraw boundaries. Repeat 
sponsors have come to manage this issue by framing their sponsorship as a political act, and if a 
friendship comes out of it, that’s a great bonus. Tensions between autonomy and paternalism can 
often be analyzed through the lens of power, as people who feel powerless in a relationship are often 
likely to go against advice that they are offered. Part of respecting and rebalancing relationships is 
learning to accept that others have different priorities. Dr. Stock noted that, although there are fewer 
rules in buddy schemes, similar problems arise regarding power relationships. However, a bigger issue 
is the lack of support; NGOs have been overwhelmed by requests for counseling by volunteers and 
newcomers, but they do not have the resources to help.  

Questions about burnout:  

● How can sponsors manage burnout?  

● How long are sponsorships meant to go on past the assigned government term?  
● Can a buildup of yearly commitments to sponsor newcomers lead to burnout?  
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Dr. Stock commented that some migrant organizations have self-help groups for volunteers and 
newcomers online, where they mutually supported each other in questions they couldn’t answer 
themselves. Mr. Woyecha added that community sponsorship is about sharing the load; if only 1 or 2 
individuals are doing most of the work, there will be burnout. Groups shouldn’t be too dependent on 
any single person, and individuals should be able to step in and step out as they are able. Prof. Macklin 
noted that one of the most common features of sponsorship groups is shrinkage as people realize that 
time is much more of a barrier than money to full participation in sponsorship. People who have the 
most time to help tend to be people who are not working full-time, so retired people and women; they 
are the biggest asset and therefore at the biggest risk of burnout. Dr. Ansems de Vries noted that 
internal relationship building is important to set up roles within groups, and that burnout also occurs 
in people acting in solidarity with migrants targeted by governments. 

Questions about “good” vs “bad” migrants:  

● How does one resist the use of community sponsorship as a way of separating “good 

migrants” from “bad migrants” and further stigmatizing asylum seekers in general?  

● Do attitudes towards asylum seekers change as a result of engaging in sponsorship?  

Mr. Woyecha noted that sponsorship shouldn’t be successful at the expense of other sorts of 
migration; rather, it gives opportunities for civil society to do its part to help in the migration crisis. 
Dr. Stock noted that because of the structure of the buddy schemes, many volunteers she interviewed 
had no idea of their buddies’ immigration status until well into the relationship. Many were surprised 
to find their buddies might not be able to legalize their status. However, many also felt that if it was 
found that their buddies had no right to be there, they would not try to stop a deportation; although 
people engaged more with the subject of migration, they may not have changed their views. Dr. 
Ansems de Vries argued that we should link migration and community sponsorship more explicitly to 
asylum seeking. People should understand the European border regime is set up to make it easy for 
some to travel freely by making it very difficult for others to do so. A broader conversation about the 
visa system should be part of community sponsorship because the systems are closely linked. Prof. 
Macklin commented that in public discourse, the “good” migrant is the one that we pick, and the 
“bad” one is the one who arrives on their own initiative. Some sponsors became less sympathetic to 
people arriving at the borders seeking protection.  Refugee resettlement has been used as a tool to 
vilify asylum seekers. In Australia the trade-off is explicit; the number of asylum seekers that arrive 
per year is subtracted from the predetermined number of refugees that can be resettled, pitting them 
against each other. The adoption of a resettlement model for asylum seekers could lead to the 
politicization of sponsors when the states decide that sponsored asylum seekers are “bad” migrants. 


