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Introduction 

The Rural Living Project is an exploratory study that 
aims to capture the experiences of diverse rural 
stayers in the Inner Moray Firth area of the Scottish 
Highlands. The findings illustrate the ways in which 
diverse rural stayers contribute to rural place 
making and community living. The project asks:

1 Why do people stay in rural places? 

2 What contributes to or hinders the process 
of staying? 

3 What connects diverse residents to rural places? 

4 How do diverse rural residents live with growing 
cultural, economic and social difference, and 
what is the role of place in this process? 

The research team comprises Emilia Pietka-Nykaza 
from the University of the West of Scotland, and 
Helen Baillot, an independent researcher based in the 
Highlands. Fieldwork was conducted from October 
2021 to April 2022 and included online semi-structured 
interviews with seven UK nationals and eight EU/
EEA nationals whose profiles are given in table one.

Participants were recruited through open calls shared on 
community noticeboards including physical and social 
media pages; and through snowball sampling whereby 
participants were encouraged to share information 
about the research with other contacts. The interviews 
focused on exploring individuals’ experiences and 
routines in relation to workplace, household, and leisure 
activities to understand how participants engage in 
the social, economic and political life of rural places.

To complement data about individuals’ experiences 
of rural context, the team interviewed eight service 
providers and community representatives working 
in and around the same geographic area. Based on 
the interview data, the research team developed a 
list of places that our participants visit on a regular 
basis and find important in relation to their sense of 
belonging. This guided site visits to Dingwall, Alness, 
Fortrose, Invergordon and Avoch that were undertaken 
to capture the landscapes of places identified by 
participants as significant. The images used in this report 
were taken by team members during these visits.

Purpose of this report 

This summary report shares key project findings 
with stakeholders including local authorities, elected 
representatives, service providers, research participants 
and the wider public. 

Glossary of the terms used in this report 

International migrant – is a person who was born outside 
the UK. All international migrants interviewed for this 
report were born in an EU or EEA country.

Internal migrant – a person born in the UK 
but outside the Scottish Highlands.

Local stayer – a person born in the Scottish 
Highlands and who continues to live there.

Rural cosmopolitanism – properties of individuals 
and of communities articulated in the collective 
practice of openness towards difference and diversity, 
hospitality towards others, and conviviality.

Conviviality – attitudes of friendliness, openness 
and polite behaviour towards other individuals. 

Reciprocity – mutually beneficial exchange 
of material or emotional resources
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Key Findings

Section one: Rural diversities and division

Participants identified multiple diversities within 
their communities. Some related to international in-
migration, including the arrival of Eastern Europeans 
after EU Accession in 2004 and the resettlement of Syrian 
refugees. Others were linked to internal migration from 
other parts of the UK. 

Defining and understanding the meaning of local in the 
region where the study took place relates less to (in)
tolerance of visible minorities and more to a continuum 
of what it means to be local. This ranges from people born 
locally to families who have generational attachments to 
the area; to more recent arrivals from Central Scotland, 
England and overseas.

Geographic and economic diversity between settlements 
in the region is an important factor that can influence the 
life opportunities of those living in and growing up in the 
Highlands. Perceptions or experiences of variable life and 
economic opportunities within the region can lead people 
to choose to leave, or to move between settlements.

Section two: Why do people stay?

Multiple overlapping elements facilitate and sustain the 
practice of staying in rural areas. These include:

 > Tangible assets such as homes, employment and 
education. 

 > Intangible assets such as positive social encounters 
and relationships.

 > Sense of belonging that help people feel rooted and 
settled. Children born in the Highlands, or who attend 
schools here can be important anchors for parents.

 > Linked lives mean that people’s decisions to move or 
stay are often influenced by the needs and decisions of 
their close family members including parents, children 
and partners.

 > Places including schools, parks, the natural landscape, 
community centres, places of worship, high streets 
and local businesses, home and workplaces. All of 
these places in the region offer opportunities to meet 
others, benefit from local amenities and create a 
sense of belonging. 

However, while all participants were positive and 
committed about staying long term in the Highlands, 
most participants identified barriers or negative 
experiences that included:

 > Lack of housing opportunities, which was often linked 
in participants’ accounts to the impact of second 
homes and tourist demand.

 > Barriers to positive social encounters including limited 
language skills and a lack of time of improve them; a 
lack of time to socialise for those working long hours; 
and experiences of discrimination and verbal abuse.

 > People feeling that they still did not belong or had not 
been able to form deep friendships that might have 
anchored them to the place.

 > Poor or limited transport facilities that limit people’s 
access not only to formal amenities such as leisure 
centres, but to opportunities to explore the natural 
landscape and to engage in community activities.

 > Limited opportunities for career development and 
progression in sectors such as food production 
and agriculture. 

 > Little mixing between different ethnic and social 
groups within the workplace.

 > Some evidence of separation between different 
groups, for example Polish and Scottish mothers 
remaining separate at the school gates; divisions 
within church communities.
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Key Findings

Section three: Community involvement

Participants described and confirmed the availability and 
importance of a multitude of opportunities to be involved 
in, and benefit from their communities. These ranged from 
simple gestures of friendliness and civility; to opportunities 
to participate in or organise community initiatives such as 
Sharing Sheds, Polish classes or children’s sports clubs. 

People are motivated to get involved in their 
communities at different times and for different 
reasons relating to their own life circumstances. The 
three key moments when people are most likely to 
become involved with community activities are:

Moving in – new arrivals get involved to meet people 
and, in some cases, to shape their new communities 
to meet their own expectations of rural living.

Having children – many activities are driven by the 
desire to provide opportunities for children. Child-
focused activities can help parents meet the emotional 
and logistical demands of childcare in the early years 
and may lead to lasting friendships between carers.

Retirement – it is after retirement that many 
residents have the time and motivation to bring 
their skills to the service of other residents.

However, it is important not to assume that opportunities 
for community involvement widely known or available 
to all people living in rural communities. People can feel 
excluded from activities due to the profile of existing 
members being different to their own; because they do not 
share the interests or life experiences that are the focus 
of activities; or because assumptions around there being 
a strong pre-existing community spirit lead people to be 
overlooked or ignored.

Promoting and supporting community-led initiatives, as 
has been demonstrated during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
is a vital element of building resilient communities. 
However, these need nurturing and cannot be taken for 
granted. Those who are already without social, material 
or emotional resources are unlikely to be able to dedicate 
time to voluntary endeavours. 

Those who have that capacity need to work hard to ensure 
that resulting initiatives are informed by and are accessible 
to all members of the communities they are designed to 
shape, improve and maintain.
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My next-door neighbour is not local, she’s from 
England… [the ] guy across road, he’s from Dingwall, 
so very local, then the people opposite us again, 
their mum lives round the corner… they’re local 
in respect that they are from Invergordon, not 
local to Conon but we know who they are…”
Claire, local stayer

Context: 
understanding rural diversities
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1. Context: understanding rural diversities

The Inner Moray Firth area is “the most densely 
populated part of the Highlands containing some of 
the largest settlements and where the demand for 
growth and development is greatest” 1.

Participants lived in different types of settlement - from 
small hamlets to the city of Inverness - as shown on the 
accompanying map. Many places in the area have a rich 
agricultural heritage with the Black Isle, a peninsula 
between the Moray and Cromarty Firths, renowned for 
its fertile farming land. Other coastal settlements grew 
up around the fishing and herring industry, although 
from the 1950’s onwards this experienced steep decline 
and few boats remain in operation.

To the North of the area, in Invergordon and Alness, the 
steel industry and latterly oil industry have dominated the 
local labour market. Physical changes to the landscape 
through infrastructure projects such as the construction of 
the Cromarty, Kessock and Dornoch bridges in the 1980’s 
connected previously isolated parts of the region to the 
central towns of Inverness and Dingwall.

Several participants with roots in the Highlands reflected 
upon the social and economic changes the bridges 
brought in their wake. As Charlotte explained, life changed 
both physically and in terms of people’s perceptions of 
distance and proximity.

“[before the bridges were built] There was a sense 
that both Inverness and to a lesser degree Dingwall 
were a long way away. […] I’m the last generation 
that will remember that. [..] I remember driving across 
and thinking we’ll never cross by the ferry again, it’s 
gone…it had been such a huge part of our life.”
Charlotte, service provider

More longstanding aspects of life in the region such as the 
weekly Farmers’ Mart in Dingwall, and local dialects – for 
example, Iain explained that in Dingwall local boys are 
known as ‘gadgies’ and girls as ‘manishees’ – featured 
highly in people’s descriptions of lives lived locally. People’s 
pride in the culture and traditions of the area, from prize-
winning haggis to the success of local football teams in 
recent years, emerged strongly through many interviews.

1.1 Migration histories

Migration has always been embedded in lives of 
communities across the Highlands (Philomena De Lima, 
2015). While this report divides participants into the 
three categories of local stayer, internal migrant and 
international migrant for purposes of comparison, all 
were rural stayers – people who, whether they had come 
to live in the Highlands as adults or children and had 
remained in the region for at least 3 years and made their 
homes in the region. Their diverse profiles as shown in 
table one (page 10), and life experiences as recounted 
through discussions with the research team illustrate that 
migration to, staying in and returning to rural places are 
integral elements of rural living. 

Participants referred to diverse examples of international 
and internal migration that have shaped the composition 
of rural communities. These include international 
migration as result of arrivals after European world wars, 
the increase in migrants from Eastern Europe since 2004 
or return migration because of the UK’s exit from the 
European Union in 2020. While the project focused on EU 
nationals, several people spoke of recent resettlement of 
Syrian families in the area under the UK Syrian Vulnerable 
Persons’ Resettlement Scheme. Dorothy, one of the service 
providers, referred to her perception that this had been 
successful, describing the refugees living locally as having 
become “our people now”. These multiple external events 
have contributed to a greater presence of cultural, linguistic 
and ethnic diversities in Highlands over time. 
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Scale: 1:500,000
©Crown Copyright and Database Rights 2013,
Ordnance Survey 100023369.

1This image is reproduced from the current Inner 
Moray Firth Local Development Plan. This document 
is developed by Highland Council in consultation 
with local communities and guides planning 
decisions across the region for a ten year period.
https://www.highland.gov.uk/info/178/local_and_
statutory_development_plans/202/inner_moray_
firth_local_development_plan 
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ID Gender Household 
composition

Nation of 
birth

Time in 
Highlands

Current job IMFLDP 
definition

Housing Participant 
category

Kate Woman Single parent Switzerland 10 + years Care sector 
manager

Local centre Owner International 
migrant

Audrey Woman Partner & 
children

France 3 years Education 
Professional

Hinterland Owner International 
migrant

Ewelina Woman Widow Poland 17 Years Factory 
manager

Town centre Social 
housing

International 
migrant

Marta Woman Partner & 
children

Poland 17 years Support 
worker

Local centre Owner International 
migrant

Kasia Woman Partner & 
children

Poland 7 years Homemaker 
/ student

Town centre Social 
housing

International 
migrant

Hania Woman Partner & 
children

Poland 15 years Self-
employed

Town centre Owner International 
migrant

Karol Man Single, Poland 11 years Factory 
worker

Town centre Private rent International 
migrant

Darek Man Partner & 
children

Poland 15 years Self-
employed

Town centre Owner International 
migrant

Niamh Woman Partner & 
children

Ireland 2 years Technical 
specialist

Town centre Owner Internal 
migrant

Linda Woman Partner Scotland 
(Highlands)

All life Technical 
specialist

Local centre Owner Local stayer

Sheila Woman Partner & 
children

England 17 years Self-
employed 

Hinterland Private rent Internal 
migrant

Claire Woman Partner Scotland 
(Highlands)

All life Education 
professional

Local centre Owner Local stayer

Kirsty Woman Single Scotland 
(Glasgow)

30 years Retired City centre Unknown Internal 
migrant

Jane Woman Partner & 
children

England 5 years Education 
professional

Local centre Owner Internal 
migrant

Robert Man Partner & 
children

Scotland 
(Glasgow)

14 years Education 
professional

Town centre Owner Internal 
migrant

Freya Woman Partner Scotland
(Highlands)

All life Local 
government

Local centre Owner Service 
provider

Debbie Woman Partner & 
children

Scotland 
(Argyll) 

21 years Education 
professional

Local centre Owner Service 
provider

Zuzanna Woman Partner England Over 30 years Retired City centre Owner Service 
provider

Dorothy Woman Widow Scotland 
(Highlands)

All life Local 
government

Town centre Owner Service 
provider

Charlotte Woman Partner England 20 years Retired Local centre Owner Service 
provider

Sam Man Partner England 3 years Community 
worker

Local centre Unknown Service 
provider

Stephen Man Partner England 30+ years Retired Local centre Owner Service 
provider

Iain Man Partner Scotland 
(Central Belt)

30+ years Local 
government 

Town centre Owner Service 
provider

Table 1: Participants profile
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1.2 Defining local – diversities and division

This project however, focuses not only on the experiences 
of those moving to Highlands from overseas. The inclusion 
of interviews with people born in the Highlands, as well 
as those born elsewhere in the UK allows us to unpack the 
different layers of diversities within rural communities and 
the ways that these relate to the concept of being local, as 
described by Claire:
 
“My next-door neighbour is not local, she’s from England 
… the guy across road, he’s from Dingwall, so very local, 
then the people opposite us again, their mum lives round 
the corner… [they’re] local in respect that they are from 
Invergordon … Dingwall has a mix of people… There are 
a lot of Polish people in Dingwall and recently Syrians.”
Claire, local stayer

Claire’s description shows that perceptions of local and 
non-local refer not only to international migrants, for 
example Poles or Syrians; but also internal migrants from 
Central Scotland or England. This suggests that diversities 
in the area where the study took place are less understood 
through presence of visible minorities, but through 
perceptions of otherness defined as not being local.

Echoing Claire, Kirsty explains the different ways in which 
local can, in her view, be understood in the Highlands: 

“There are proper local people and these are people who 
live through generationally in the area. And there is middle 
category, which is people who are Scottish but move to 
the area for different reasons, for example job or marriage. 
And they are others who moved to the area from different 
part of the UK. And then there are other people coming 
from different countries: Poles, Chinese or French.”
Kirsty, internal migrant

Regardless of these internal divisions and perceptions of 
otherness, all participants described rural communities in 
Highlands as friendly, referring to positive and convivial 
everyday social encounters between diverse rural stayers in 
their neighbourhoods, school premises, shops, playground 
or other public facilities (see section 2.5).

However, a general perception of Highland communities 
being friendly does not always result in development of 
stronger social connections nor go beyond superficial 
interactions. While our research provides evidence of 
diverse community involvement (see discussion in 
Section 3), it also illustrates the residual resentment felt 
or expressed towards people settling in the Highlands 
from England, alongside evidence of our participants 
experiencing discrimination (see discussion in section 2.4).

These experiences could have a negative impact on our 
participants’ sense of belonging and attachment to the 
community they live in.

Moray Firth
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1.3 Geographic and economic diversities

Diversity in the Highlands was also described through a 
lens of the different profiles of various villages and towns 
across the region. Some were perceived to be more affluent 
due to availability of employment opportunities, range of 
public services and shops, with others experiencing post-
industrial decline and attendant social problems. 

Even villages or towns that are geographically proximate 
can have, in participants’ accounts, very different identities 
and profiles leading to different life experiences and 
opportunities. As Iain explained: “there are small distances 
but big changes in the make-up of the community.” These 
changes were often linked to socio-economic difference 
rather than ethnic or cultural diversity. 

Debbie, a service provider who had worked in Highlands 
for over 20 years, explained that she felt there was a 
large amount of hidden poverty in the area, linked not 
to cultural or ethnic diversity but rather to the variable 
working conditions and opportunities people were able 
to access:

“There's this cumulative impact of people being in 
circumstances and just being unable to fight their way out 
of it because they don't have they either don't have the 
knowledge, they don't have the support network.”
Debbie, service provider

Our individual participants worked in diverse sectors 
ranging from low skilled jobs in food production to 
employment in public services. While employment 
provides our participants with important material security 
(see discussion in section 1.2), participants like Ewelina 
who were employed in lower skilled jobs expressed worries 
over the rising prices of food and fuel: 

“I remember I did weekly shopping for £25 and I did buy 
things and now I do exactly the same shopping and my 
fridge is still empty.”
Ewelina, international migrant

The experience of poverty among our participants 
illustrates the precarious character of rural 
cosmopolitanism in Highlands. The issue of scarcity and 
cost of housing in Highland was often referred to:
 
“People that buy up the rural homes and use them as a 
second home, maybe for two or three weeks a year, and 
that denies others not doing well.”
Iain, service provider

Such perceptions contributed to growing negative attitudes 
towards people moving into Highlands from elsewhere in 
the UK, particularly England, and so to internal divisions 
and prejudices. 
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I have everything here, I have peace and quiet, 
I have my family here, I have my flat here 
and I have my job here, so I have everything 
and I’m starting developing my roots here.”

Why do people stay 
in rural places?

2
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2. Why do people stay in rural places? 

Mobilities are not new to rural areas (Smith, 2007). 
The processes of incoming, staying and returning 
have shaped rural communities in Scotland. However, 
migration policy, including the power to determine 
who enters and is granted leave to remain in Scotland 
and the UK, is reserved to Westminster. As such, 
selecting foreign labour lies outside of the Scottish 
Government’s devolved powers.

This said, the services available to migrants once 
they have arrived in Scotland, including education, 
health, social care and some social security provision 
fall squarely within the purview of the Scottish 
Government and, by extension, those delivering those 
services locally including Local Authorities.

With this in mind, this report focuses not on the 
process of arriving in Scotland but instead on the 
retention of people who have come to the Highlands, 
and who have the right to remain in terms of their 
immigration status. Drawing on interviews with diverse 
rural stayers and service providers, we outline how and 
why staying occurs in the rural context. 

Alness
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2.1 The Migrant Staying Framework

To illustrate the key components of staying process, 
this report will apply the conceptual framework for 
understanding migrant staying developed by Hof, 
Pembelton and Pietka-Nykaza (2021). 

The framework highlights that staying is an on-going 
process that is shaped incrementally and facilitated 
or undermined over time in relation to the reciprocal 
importance of:

1. Assets – tangible and intangible
2. Anchors that create a sense of belonging 
3. Changing places and
4. Migrants’ linked lives. 

Tangible assets are understood to be material things 
such as housing, education or income. Intangible assets 
refer to social, psychological and political assets, such as 
household and community networks; rules, norms and 
reciprocity – the giving and receiving of help including 
information and resources (Moser, 2007).

The accumulation of diverse assets provides valuable 
resources that in the longer term may facilitate the process 
of staying. Changing places refer to the importance of 
physical spaces in shaping people decisions to stay.
Linked lives refers to the actions and decisions of 
significant others. Decisions to stay or leave change 
through the life-course and entangled with those of other 
individuals whether family, friends, partners, (Coulter and 
Scott, 2015). 

Finally, anchors capture the sense of belonging and socio-
psychological stability, security that can lead to people 
feeling settled down in a new or substantially changed life 
environment (Grzymala-Kazlowska, 2016). In subsequent 
sections, each of these components of the framework is 
analysed in more detail with reference to the experiences 
of diverse rural stayers – including but not limited to 
international migrants – who live in the Inner Moray Firth in 
the Scottish Highlands. 

Linked lives
Linked lives

Assets

Changing
people and

places

Assets

MIGRANT
STAYING

Diagram 1: Framework for migrant staying
(Hof, Pembelton and Pietka-Nykaza; 2021)
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2.2 Assets

The accumulation of assets facilitates the process of 
staying. These can be divided into tangible assets such as 
housing and employment; and intangible assets including 
social networks.

2.2.1 Tangible assets

Those who had chosen to come and live in the area, 
both internal and international migrants, highlighted the 
importance and the value of education for their children 
as one of the key factors for migrating and staying:

“We thought the Black Isle first because we looked at the 
school statistics and Fortrose Academy. Very good. And 
then and we wanted to be somewhere that we could bring 
our little boy up before the primary school and into the 
senior school.”
Jane, internal migrant 

High quality of education provision along with the family 
atmosphere in school and opportunity for children to 
continue education with the same peers were important 
assets for those participants with children in school 
age. The school itself played pivotal role in developing 
community relations (see further discussion in section 
2.5.1), and thus it was important for the school to be 
located within the community. 

In addition to high quality of education, positive 
experiences of employment and stable income 
generate a sense of security and stability. Our 
participants held a wide range of occupations (see 
table one) that illustrate the complexity of employment 
experiences in rural context. Different types and 
qualities of employment impact upon participant’s 
material security and there were indications of an 
ethnic division within rural labour markets (see section 
2.5.8) and a lack of opportunities for career progression.

For example, Karol, our youngest participant, was planning 
to move to one of the larger cities in Scotland to seek wider 
employment opportunities outside agriculture or food 
production sector:

“This is very basic job, nothing special and therefore it 
is rather boring. I’m looking for another job in Glasgow, 
Aberdeen or Edinburgh.”
Karol international migrant 

While for Karol migration to urban place was a solution to 
limited career progression, for others like Darek who lived 
in Dingwall with his family, moving to a different location 
was problematic. In Darek’s case the answer to lack of 
career progression was moving from food production and 
seeking employment as taxi driver. While employment 
opportunities were important for our participants to 
provide material security and thus support staying process, 
Darek’s and Karol’s cases illustrate that assigned value of 
certain assets may corelate with particular life course stage 
(for example, starting professional career, having children, 
retiring) and often involved significant others (see section 
2.3 for further discussion). 

Another important asset that our participants outlined 
as important was having a secure place to live. While a 
number of participants indicated diverse issues related 
to the scarcity of available housing opportunities in 
rural places, for those who had been able to buy their 
own homes, being a house owner tied them to their 
place of living, as explained by Hania: 

“I have everything here, I have peace and quiet, I have 
my family here, I have my flat here and I have my job 
here, so I have everything and I’m starting developing 
my roots here...”
Hania, international migrant 

Tangible assets including a house to live in and 
employment and education opportunities had an 
important role in developing our participants’ material 
security and stability that, in longer term contributed 
to development of roots and feeling belonging in the 
community (see also 2.4). 
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2.2.2 Intangible assets

Participants explained the importance of diverse 
social connections and their role as intangible assets 
that support the process of staying. Our participants 
(both of migrant and non-migrant origin) highlighted 
importance of place-specific social networks that serve 
as important source of information on existing rules and 
community norms within the community and provided 
assistance with day-to-day activities related to provision 
of diverse local services: 

“You know where and when to buy things, who does the 
best dumplings or nails, you know those things because 
you live here. You ask around and people will tell you, 
reputation is very important. People are talking and they 
will be talking, so from one person to another people 
you learn about things and where things can be found.”
Ewelina, international migrant

Our research indicates that in this region of the Highlands, 
limited locality-based provision of public services along 
with well-developed systems of informal community 
support, means that place-based social networks have a 
vital role in facilitating access to local services. 

“The Highlands is the biggest village in Scotland, 
everybody knows everybody and if you’re not connected 
somehow it’s like you speak a different language, you 
don’t have that embedded knowledge of the area…”
Audrey, international migrant 

While over the time, rural residents did develop a wide 
range of place-specific networks, the process however 
for newly arrivals into rural was not always smooth as 
indicated by Marta:

“Because here everyone knows each other, and when I 
moved in I didn’t. So you need to break some internal 
barrier and engage with people in the town… Reaching 
out to people requires courage.”
Marta, international migrant 
 
Setting up place-specific networks requires language 
and personal skills such as self-confidence or the 
ability to ‘break some internal barrier and engage with 
people’ as indicated by Marta. Participants like Kate and 
Audrey outlined different strategies including joining 
community clubs, dedicated online social groups or 
meeting other people via children-focus activities to set 
up new social connection: 

“Before I had my daughter, I had a horse that I kept at 
[local riding centre in Black Isle] and through there I met 
some people, and through them I met other people…”
Kate, international migrant 

However, for people who feel they lack language skills 
or confidence, setting up new networks can be more 
difficult. This can then lead to social isolation that in turn 
undermines the staying process. This was the case for 
Kasia, and led her to reflect that she was, at the time of the 
interview, desperately hoping to be able to return to Poland: 

“I’m annoyed that I can only go to the shop and say ‘good 
morning, how are you? Nice or bad weather’ that is it. 
It is annoying. I don’t have that much contact with the 
language and people here and I want to return to Poland.”
Kasia, international migrant

However, returning to former places of residence after being 
absent for prolonged periods was also a challenge. Audrey 
talked about the way that social and economic links with 
the places they used to live before moving to a rural area 
can diminish over time: 

“When I moved to England, I had just finished Uni so all 
my friends from Uni moved within France, we’ve kept in 
touch for a while but you end up losing touch with most 
people… if you’re not immediately next to them… you 
end up not having common ground enough…this is 
happening now…we’ve been here now nearly four years, 
it’s a bit bittersweet where you meet new people, you 
make new connections, you widen your circle of friends 
but also you lose a lot…”
Audrey, international migrant

The intangible assets that people had in different places, 
and the value they attached to them, were themselves 
subject to change over time and in relation to people’s own 
circumstances and needs.

Avoch
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2.3 Linked lives

In addition to both tangible and intangible assets, the 
staying practices of participants were informed by and 
entangled with those of significant others including 
family members including parents, children, partners 
and friends. For example, Jane along with Marta, Niamh, 
Sheila and Audrey indicated that moving to and staying 
in a rural area was linked to their desire to raise their 
children in small and safe community. Sheila explicitly 
linked this to her own experiences as a child growing up in 
rural England, explaining that at the time when she moved 
to the Highlands, the city where she had been living felt 
unsuitable as a place to bring up children:

“In Edinburgh there were bomb threats going off […] there 
was the feeling that where we were wasn’t quite as safe, 
we wanted the girls to have an outside childhood where 
they were able to have the freedom I’d had as a child…”
Sheila, internal migrant 

Having and raising children for number of participants was 
a pivotal point for making decision about staying long-term 
in the rural but also feeling more connected to their place 
of living. For example, Marta indicated that since she had 
children she felt more rooted in the community:

“I live here 10 years, and since we have children, this is my 
home... I think your children anchor you to the place.”
Marta, international migrant

Previous studies on Polish migrants in Scotland (Pietka-
Nykaza and McGhee 2016) have already emphasised the 
role of children in decisions about staying and suggests 
that many families extend their stay to not to disrupt their 
children’s education or established peer to peer relations. 
Hence staying should be understood as a relational 
process that is informed by individual biographies that are 
entangled with the biographies of significant others. This 
includes children but can relate to other family members. 

While Marta decided to move from Inverness to a smaller 
settlement to join her Highland-born partner in his home 
village, Kirsty stayed in Dingwall to look after her elderly 
parents and then moved once again to Inverness to be 
near to a sibling:

“I stayed in Dingwall to look after my parents who retired. 
Since they passed away, I decided to move after more 
that 30 years living in Dingwall to live closer to my sister.” 
Kirsty, internal migrant 

All our participants regardless of whether they had children 
emphasised that having closed- knit, intimate family ties 
in close proximity played an important role in shaping 
participants decision to stay long term or never leave, as 
explained by Claire: 

“Pretty much my whole family was born and bred [here], 
and we have extended family around here… you just 
know everyone…”
Claire, local stayer

Conversely, where strong ties were principally elsewhere, 
distance from close family could undermine people’s desire 
to stay. The one participant who was clear in her intention 
to leave the Highlands placed her distance from family as 
a central reason why she hoped to soon return, despite 
recognising that this would be a difficult move:

“I want to return because I have a family in Poland, my 
whole family is there, and I was thinking that me coming 
here is only for short period of time.”
Kasia, international migrant

Several people reflected too on the circularities of 
migration, explaining that local young people left family 
homes as young adults to study or work elsewhere but 
might return to the Highlands when they themselves were 
motivated by the same things that had brought or kept 
their parents there: a quiet way of life, good education, 
community spirit and access to beautiful outdoor spaces. 
As Sheila explained: 

“I’m meeting a lot of mums who’ve gone away, gone to 
Uni, got married and come back to have children… they 
want kids brought up where they were.”
Sheila, internal migrant

Both Dorothy and Iain explained that this was indeed 
what had happened with some of their children. These 
observations underscore that migration, and staying, 
are not one-off decisions or events but instead are 
continuous processes determined by individual choices 
and circumstances. These in turn are strongly related 
and driven by life-course events - starting employment, 
continuing education, marriage, having children, 
retirement and perceived opportunities in different life 
domains: education, housing or employment (Ní Laoire 
and Stockdale 2016).
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2.4 Sense of belonging

Rural residents’ evolving assets, biographies and linked 
lives inform more subjective feelings associated with 
emotional and psychological stability and feeling settled 
down or at home (Yuval-Davis, 2006). These feelings 
can create footholds or anchors that root people in 
rural communities. Feeling at home and rooted in the 
community for our participants referred to strongly 
developed ties within community, as indicated by Marta.

“My daughter being born here, going to school here, 
friendships from school, parents, friends I made before 
having my daughter that I’m still very close with, they 
still live on Black Isle.”
Marta, international migrant 

For Marta, the feeling of belonging was incrementally 
developed thorough time by acquiring diverse social ties 
that made her feel part of the wider community. Such 
networks were crucial to develop ways of knowing their 
communities and the feeling of being part of it. Conversely, 
a lack of emotional attachment to the place of living drew 
a distinction between those who made active decision to 
stay and those who felt ‘stuck’, as described by Kasia, and 
so planned to leave: 

“I don't think I ever felt I truly belonged and thus It's 
easier to leave… It may sound stupid, but I think I’m 
stuck here, I’m stuck.”
Kasia, international migrant

Even those who planned to remain in the Highlands did 
not always feel that they had strong inter-personal ties 
and this could shape decisions to stay or move between 
settlements. Kirsty indicated how her lack of close ties 
within the community, which she related primarily to 
the fact she did not have children, had resulted in her 
leaving Dingwall after 30 years to find a new home in a 
larger settlement: 

“Friends of mine who came up, they married into the 
local community […] So they in a sense became more 
a part of the community. And then because, they had 
family, they belonged more, because then they got into 
contact with others who went to the primary school 
or if their children went to nursery, that kind of thing. 
Whereas I didn't have that, so I decided to leave.”
Kirsty, internal migrant

Children and activities centred around them offer vital 
opportunities for making and consolidating social 
connections, but these connections are not always 
available to those at different stages in life or who do 
not have children.

Participants also indicated that the feeling of safety in the 
community was important pre-condition to developing a 
sense of belonging and this feeling of security was linked in 
several migrants' narratives to living in smaller, less densely 
populated rural places perceived as safer, quieter but also 
more friendly and welcoming. Such experience was shared 
by local stayers and internal and international migrants, 
including Audrey

“For me it’s a culture difference... Highlands is very 
welcoming and when I moved here I knew loads of people 
within a short time… I just went out and met people, 
everyone was quite warm and welcoming.”
Audrey, international migrant

However, while all of our participants perceived the 
community in which they live as friendly, some of them, 
mainly internal (English origin) and international migrants 
(mainly Poles) talked about experiences of discrimination 
in the Highlands. These included name-calling such as 
“being a F… Pole” experienced by Hania, or young people 
of Eastern Europe experiencing stereotypical perceptions of 
“Poles taking our jobs”.

These experiences of discrimination were often downplayed 
by our participants like Hania and Ewelina as being related 
to people who had, in their words, “mental problems” or 
who had had too much to drink. This chimes with research 
into experiences of minority ethnic groups in Glasgow who 
too were often reluctant to describe experiences of abuse as 
being racist (Kirkwood, McKinlay & McVittie, 2013). 

Service providers too discussed occasions when they had 
perceived or become aware of resistance from some local 
community members towards, for example, the resettlement 
of the Syrian families in their area. Other participants, like 
Jane who is originally from England, noted their experiences 
of general distance in everyday conversation:

“I would have conversation with people and they've just say 
something like that's big old English or this English did this, 
or that, and you're having this conversation. You're thinking, 
really? Don’t you know that I’m English?”
Jane, internal migrant 

This had been, for some, exacerbated during national 
political debates such as the Scottish independence 
referendum. Sheila, who was originally from England 
explained that she would counter questions as to her 
views on independence with the standard explanation: 
‘I’m English so don’t have an opinion’. These experiences of 
discrimination, stereotyped perceptions and xenophobia 
illustrate how general friendliness, or a welcoming 
atmosphere can coexist with prejudice and ethnic divisions. 
Overcoming such prejudices is key to developing inclusive 
community and supporting a sense of belonging for all in 
rural contexts. 
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2.5 The role of place in people’s staying 

In this section we refer to place as a physical location that 
is made meaningful by the actions, ideas, experiences, 
perceptions and values that people associate with it. 
Participants identified a wide range of places as important 
due to their frequency of usage (daily/weekly/monthly/
occasionally) and their multiple roles: social gatherings / 
leisure, private/intimate time with close friends and family 
and provision of diverse services.

Through frequency, rhythm and routines of usage or 
their role in securing our participants’ diverse needs, 
these places played an important role in supporting the 
process of staying within rural. These places include 
schools, parks, community and leisure centres, natural 
landscape, church, high streets with local shops and 
supermarkets, homes and workplaces.

Each requires different sets of practices and relations 
and thus played different roles in facilitating participants 
staying in rural. Each of these places also has their own 
characteristics that create the context and the space for 
social interactions. Thus, the purpose of this section is to 
discuss the properties of places of importance and their 
role in facilitating or hindering the process of staying in 
rural communities. 

2.5.1. School
 
School, especially primary school, provides the mediating 
infrastructure for diverse social encounters in rural context. 
These social encounters were of localised character and 
thus played important role in facilitating community 
relations. School premises involve repeated and routine 
interactions between school users including both pupils 
and their carers over an extended period of time. Such 
routine and regular social encounters generate diverse 
forms of interaction ranging from strong friendship to 
politeness. For example, Claire who was born and raised in 
Highlands, pointed out that most of her close friendships 
were made in school:

“Most of my friends are from school but stuck around 
here, I have a friend who went away but came back 
from Glasgow, like me.”
Claire, local stayer

Practices around school routine including drop-off and 
collection for primary pupils, as well as walking to the 
school increase chances of regular interactions not only 
between pupils but for their carers, as explained by Jane: 

“You walk to the school, it's like four minutes away and 
then you pick your kids up and you walk to the park […] 
you know everyone and you see everyone and you're 
walking down...”
Jane, internal migrant 

By creating opportunities for engagement in conversations 
and activities as indicated by Jane, school premises 
become recognised as ‘micro spaces of conviviality’ 
(Neal et al. 2019) that mediate and support meaningful 
encounters between diverse rural stayers and create a 
sense of belonging. Social encounters related to schools 
often carried on outside of the school premises and could 
include going with other pupils and carers to parks and 
visiting each other at home.

This illustrates the ways in which relations that are set in 
one physical space can be extended and maintained in 
another physical space. The important role of the school in 
strengthening community relations was also recognised by 
local established community groups and businesses who 
often engaged with schools on regular basis

“We have a good relationship with the primary school 
and have been involved with what was primary 6 like 
we built some toys, made a kit and took it into school, 
they finished it off.”
Stephen, Service provider 
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However, experiences of participating in social encounters 
at school premises varied among our participants. While 
for some international migrants like Marta, Audrey and 
Kate social interactions around school premises generated 
friendship-like social relations with local parents, for 
others like Hain or Kasia, this was not the case. Hania 
stressed that parents clustered around schools according 
to ethnic or national origin, with different groups 
seemingly entirely separate:

“There is this tendency that Polish mums have their own 
group and the rest of mums have the other. And this 
doesn’t change after 14 years. I’m there for the last 14 
years, first my older boys now, my girls, and the pattern 
is the same. Polish mums are in one groups and Scottish 
mums in the other.”
Hania, international migrant

Presence of ethnic clustering was often related to language 
skills, that limited some parents from greater interaction 
than friendly greetings, as explained by Ewelina:

“When my children were in school my English was 
rather poor, so it was difficult to talk and be friends 
with Scottish mums.”
Ewelina, international migrant

More logistical or practical barriers could equally prevent 
social interaction. While the obligation, rhythm and 
repetition of social gathering around primary school 
premises may well create natural environment for parent’s 
involvement in school life, this environment was largely 
only available to those participants who lived in close 
proximity to the school. Others, like Hania who “has a 
bit of walk there” and thus drive to school, missed out 
on opportunities for social encounters along the journey 
to school. Hania’s example illustrates the importance of 
primary schools being situated within local area, and the 
way that reliance on individual car transport rather than 
walking or communal transport such as buses can reduce 
opportunities for social interaction.

Finally, the journeys and regular presence of parents 
and children at school premises were mainly reserved to 
primary schools. One of the service providers explained the 
differences between primary and secondary sector and its 
implication for parental engagement:

“Secondary schools are different... Parents don't 
typically gather outside the school. Parents who are 
collecting children from school tend to do it in a car 
or you don’t need to collect children from secondary 
school. And it is a challenge for parental engagement.”
Debbie, Service provider 

For parents whose children were of secondary school 
age, it could require organising dedicated events, parties 
or school assembling to create opportunities for greater 
parental and carer’s involvement. Despite these limitations, 
schools remain vital in facilitating social encounters among 
diverse rural stayers and supporting developing anchors 
and thus sense of belonging within the community.
 
2.5.2 Parks

Parks play a key role in developing localised attachment. 
Those situated near the schools were routinely used by 
pupils and their parents for play dates, picnics and other 
social gathering, becoming important sites for meeting up 
and social gathering of diverse local community members 
as explained by Jane:

“The park is a big one because lots of the kids will 
go to the park after school, and so he would just join 
everyone going to there.”

Neal et al (2015) indicates that parks as public spaces 
often become animators of social interactions through 
accidental but also routine bumping into well-known and 
less known parents. Parks alongside other green spaces 
were also open and freely accessible for any rural resident 
to sit, have a picnic, go for a walk or take part in social 
gathering or performance:

“Actually, there's we have a big, beautiful park called 
Oak Ridge, and that is a smaller, fenced off area called 
the Northern Meeting, where they used to have piping 
competitions... And there's a small patch of beautifully 
grass, which is used for a cricket pitch.”
Zuzanna, Service provider 

Free access to park spaces offered our participants 
opportunities for regular walks, meeting points but also 
appreciation of the beauty of natural landscape. Our 
participants listed diverse activities ranging from going to 
parks for play dates with children, exercise, or simply relax, 
these activities created repeated routine that contributed 
to place attachment among our participants. In addition, 
parks were also physical spaces where diverse social 
interactions took places ranging from having a picnic with 
family members to ‘bumping into’ other parents. Sharing 
and using the park spaces on repeated basis generated a 
deeper form of place engagement and attachment among 
our participants. 
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2.5.3 Community Halls and Leisure Centres 

Dedicated and locally-run community spaces, for example 
community halls, were identified by our participants as a 
place of frequent use for dedicated, organised activities 
including child-focus activities such as art and craft and 
mothers and toddles groups, general social gathering or 
organised community meetings. While the activities were 
nominally open for all, the aims and objectives of many 
activities were dedicated to particular interest groups 
including young mothers, parents, elderly or community 
councils. Linda talks about diverse child-focus activities 
offered within community hall:

“The community centre is joined on to the school – it is 
slightly different, it’s more set up towards classes, classes 
for children, exercise classes, you can book out space for 
meetings… they have little fairs or fun days… it’s more a 
place used by groups like Brownies / Rainbows / indoor 
bowling club, the cycle club use it for training.”
Linda, local stayer

Through these, community halls were filled with various 
types of social interactions ranging from simple smiles 
and gestures to long chats and conversations to business 
meetings. The intensity or depth of these interactions 
strongly depended on both language as well as other 
commonalities or dedicated interest. Child-focused 
activities represented an important opportunity for diverse 
individuals to meet up and socialise. This was especially 
important to new incoming mothers. Jane descried how 
the friendships that she made within a mothers and 
toddlers group held in a local community-run venue were 
crucial for her wellbeing but also helped her to create 
important friendships that developed her feeling of being 
part of the community. 

“I think having a small child helps because you meet lots 
of mums... And then if you've got these mum friends, you 
feel part of the community.”
Jane, internal migrant 

Centrally run leisure centres in the region are managed 
by High Life Highland, an arms-length limited company 
to whom Highland Council subcontract leisure centre 
management amongst other activities including music 
tuition and outdoor activity instruction. These centres 
offered a wide range of sporting activities for adults 
and children. Participants with children, across all 
categories of those interviewed, especially valued access 
to swimming pool classes. Adult participants without 
children spoke of taking part in scheduled fitness classes 
or using gyms, and these activities created further 
opportunities for social encounters.

However, the access to leisure centres and particularly to 
those with pools (Dingwall, Inverness, Invergordon, Alness) 
most often requires users to have the use of a car due to the 
scarcity of public transport facilities. As with several other 
places deemed important to rural staying, this can be a 
barrier for those who are unable to afford a private vehicle.

Alness Academy and Leisure Centre
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2.5.4 Natural landscape

The natural landscape was a key feature of people’s 
accounts as to why they had either chosen to move to or 
remain in the Highlands. The beauty of the landscape and 
proximity to nature contributed to participants’ perception 
of rural living as being ‘more balanced’ and was often 
juxtaposed with congested and crowded urban living, as 
described by Claire and Sam:

“Wanted a better quality of life, more in tune with 
nature… to get out of London which is a great place to 
live but also felt quite congested and expensive.”
Sam, service provider 

“When I go to the city, it’s not for me to be in that busy 
environment, I like to be able to drive anywhere, not 
rely on buses and trains… around here, I can go out for 
a run anywhere.”
Claire, local stayer

This access to the natural landscape provided a 
form of mental and physical therapy that supported 
our participants’ wellbeing and developed their 
place attachment. This was the case regardless of 
people’s migration histories. While schools, parks or 
community halls offered our participants opportunity 
for meaningful social encounters, close proximity and 
access to natural landscape played a mainly therapeutic 
role (see also MacKrell & Pemberton, 2018) related to 
walking, greenery, peacefulness, beautiful views and 
the presence (and sounds) of rural flora and fauna, as 
explained by Marta:

“The place where we live is beautiful, this is beautiful 
place and I love it. We  can see the sea, from our 
window… I think this is another anchor that I have here, 
this place and views, I love it. For me it is like dream 
come true, that I have access to highlands and the sea.”
Marta, international migrant 

Closeness of natural landscape was an important element 
that anchored her to the place.

Access to natural landscape also played important role in 
maintaining participants’ wellbeing. For example, Kasia 
talked about how family walks in natural landscape help 
her with dealing with loneliness and work pressures

“I don’t have many friends here… so I walk, we tend to 
go for a walk as the nature around us is really nice.”
Kasia, international migrant 

Access to natural environments also meant that people 
could take part in free of charge outdoor activities like 
swimming, kayaking, paddle board, cycling, hiking 
or walking either as members of organised groups or 
informally with friends. Sheila for example enjoyed 
the landscape in a mixture of ways, including through 
community activities and in her own garden: 

“We’re members of Strathpeffer Rowing Club, my husband 
goes to help do boat building, I and girls do rowing… 
[we’ve been up] Fyrish a few times…. Tends to be outside 
if we’re doing something, spend time in the garden, have 
animals, have chickens, dogs and cats, plenty to do…”
Sheila, internal migrant 

This access to natural landscape played a form of mental 
and physical therapy that supported our participants 
regardless of their migration status wellbeing but also 
developed their place attachment. However once again, 
while participants highlighted the benefits of living in 
proximity to natural landscape, they frequently noted that 
the full diversity of outdoor activities were only available 
to those participants who had their own car, as explained 
by Kasia:

“But to do this [access natural landscape] you need car, 
and now our car is being repaired for the last 4 months 
so we are stuck.”
Kasia, international migrant 

Transport links, or the lack thereof, could prevent people 
from fully benefiting from the nature around them.

Fortrose
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2.5.5 Church: Places of worship 

For those participants who actively maintain religious 
practices, the church was perceived as a meeting place 
for local community members. Small towns in Highlands, 
including Dingwall offers wide diversity of churches as 
explained by one of the service provider: 

“And we'll go to Church of Scotland's, the Catholic 
Church, Episcopalian Church. So we really well. So 
people have no problem of, you know, finding a church 
suitable for them. Maybe our Syrian refugees cannot 
find any church here and they do to Inverness.”
Dorothy, service provider

However, the quote above shows that that some migrants 
may need to travel from one settlement to another to find 
suitable places of worship, again necessitating access to 
reliable transport. Existing literature that highlights the 
important role of the church in the process of integration 
and sense of belonging for newcomers notes too the 
existence and persistence of religious divisions (Kogan et 
al 2020).This was reflected by one participant who, as a 
practising Catholic, spoke of her sense that she needed to 
be discrete about her faith, in contrast to friends from the 
dominant Church of Scotland protestant tradition.

“There’s a certain tension due to history at very outward 
displays… I’ve got a lot of religious friends but a lot of 
them are Church of Scotland or Free Church, often they’ll 
post things on social media but I feel if a Catholic was to 
do that, their friends would be like ‘what are you doing?’, 
there's more discreteness about being that open…”
Niamh, internal migrant

The church as a physical place, provides a space of worship. 
The same religion practices can bring both migrant and 
non-migrant rural stayers together in one space and time 
on regular basis, for example attending Sunday mass. The 
regular physical contact between diverse rural stayers 
develops the feeling of familiarity and acceptance over the 
time. However, each religion can be divided along the line 
of ethnicity, age, nationality or language. Hania, of Polish 
origin, explains how the introduction of mass in Polish 
language had resulted in growing internal, national division 
within her local Catholic church:

“We have Polish priest. This is very interesting but two 
communities in the church: Scottish and Polish and they 
don’t really interact. Poles have their own view on Polish 
Catholicism which is little bit different the one here. 
Before we had Polish priest, we used to go for English 
mass, and it was good. We recognised people, they 
recognised us, we started to get more involved and be 
involved but then, we started to go to Polish mass, and 
our link with Scottish community stop to exist.”
Hania, international migrant 

In Hania’ view then, the introduction of a Polish mass 
meant that previous integration of Poles into local parishes 
was reversed, with worshippers re-divided into ethno-
national defined migrant communities and the creation 
of parallel spaces of Scottish and Polish Catholics that 
reproduce distance and difference between and within 
migrant and non-migrant communities. 

Churchgoing for many Poles can also be perceived as 
a symbolic extension of their national identity but also 
catholic church often assist migrants in practical matters 
like finding jobs, accommodation, legal advice, and English 
courses (Trzebiatowska 2010). Churches in the Highlands as 
organised community also offered education services that 
often serve as important opportunities for social encounter 
for our participants. For example, Audrey indicated how 
Sunday group provided important opportunity to set up 
initial links within the community: 

“The church offered on the Sunday a group for the 
children to gather so we thought for our girls it would 
great to meet other children they were at school with […] 
we used to go there every Sunday with my girls so they 
could create links with the wider community but after a 
while they didn’t want to go anymore.”
Audrey, international migrant 

Indeed, for a number of participants, regardless of their 
migration histories, church was a social place where, 
friendships were made. For some participants like Sheila, 
these friendships were amongst the closest relationships 
they had locally. However, others like Kirsty indicated 
spoke of the changing nature of the church community. 
While initially the linkage to the church helped Kirsty to 
find greater links within the community, over the time the 
composition of the church community has changed which 
lead Kirsty to leave:

“I was quite involved in the church and I taught Sunday 
School and this is where my socializing came from. But 
over the years it changed a lot because initially it was 
in aunts and uncles and people that were much older 
than me. And then over the years and these older people 
passed away and they knew people came. So by the time I 
left. Yeah, really, it was a completely different.”
Kirsty, internal migrant 

Kirsty’s narrative demonstrates that physical places are 
in the constant process of making and re-making by the 
individuals who use, maintain and are present in these 
places. As such, places are never static but are subject to 
social and economic reproduction or reinvention. 
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2.5.6 Shops, cafes & private businesses – 
Provision of goods and necessities to live

High streets with local shops and services are often 
recognised as signature places that contribute to the 
identity of the place as perceived externally and as felt by 
those who live there. Participants indicated the importance 
of signatory places within rural villages and towns:

“We have a jeweler and an antique shop, they've got two 
bookshops […] So it's really good that we've got three 
butchers. One year, there was the haggis competition and 
they won the gold, the silver and bronze... We also have 
big shops like Tesco and Lidl. We have dress maker, tailor 
[…] and lots of hairdressers as well.”
Dorothy, service provider 

These traditional local services existed alongside large 
national and international supermarket chains like Tesco 
or Lidl where rural residents did their shopping. Town 
and village high streets also offered services that visually 
represent rural cosmopolitanism, such as Thai, Chinese 
and Indian takeaways and restaurants, and the provision 
within larger stores of Eastern European foodstuff aisles.

Local shops and services offer goods and services that 
certain categories of residents, such as older people or 
those with poor transport provision, rely on. These shops 
not only provide important goods and services but also are 
places of daily or weekly interaction:

“I can walk up the high street and it should take it 
probably less than an hour. Sometimes, you know, an 
hour and a half because people come and talk and take 
advantage of being able to get a hold of you, which is fine, 
which is exactly what they should do in the first place.”
Iain, service provider 

The repetition of the daily or weekly encounters can 
introduce the feeling of familiarity that build the knowledge 
of who is and who is not a member of local community. 
Having local access to goods and services is important too, 
even for those who, for work purposes, were commuting 
to larger towns or cities. Sheila, who herself is a small-
business owner in Dingwall, explained that people

“are happy to work in Inverness but fun things they want 
to do in Dingwall, they don’t want to go to same place 
they work[…] it’s nice to toddle down the street”.

Local high streets have a symbolic importance that goes 
beyond simply access to necessary facilities, shops and 
amenities. Commercial streets in rural settlements can 
embody and create their own distinct varieties of everyday 
cosmopolitanism, which exist alongside the history and 
heritage of the places they serve. 
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2.5.7 Home & neighbourhood - Safety 
and comfort 

While public spaces identified by our participants 
provided opportunities for social encounters, private 
spaces, such as participants homes, created important 
space for maintaining intimate and strong ties with family 
and friends. While strong ties can be crucial to provide 
emotional support and maintain individual wellbeing 
(Ryan, 2011), they can illustrate the strong mono-ethnic 
and mono-national division within the community.

Several participants, regardless of their migration histories, 
indicated that strong ties are mainly reserved to closed 
family and friends of the same national background. For 
example, Claire who was born in Highlands defined herself 
as a “home bird” and explained that most of her close 
relations primary involve her extended family members 
living locally. Similarly, Hania, who migrated to Highlands 
15 years ago from Poland, indicated that her intimate and 
close relations in home environment are reserved to her 
husband and children: 

“I like being at home.., My husband works 6 days so Sunday 
he can spend with family. Thus Sunday is a family day.”
Hania, international migrant 

While intimate and home spaces shared by Claire and 
Hania were mainly mono-ethnic, other participants, like 
Audrey indicated how multi-national interactions at her 
home environment were part of their daily routines:

“Parents of our girls’ friends, having people coming over 
at home who are the parents of children, because when 
I invite friends, I invite parents too – children play while 
we have a meal.”
Audrey, international migrant 

Audrey herself explained that she had actively chosen 
to somewhat distance herself from co-nationals, in the 
Highlands and elsewhere in the UK and so did not consider 
herself to be part of a French diaspora, preferring to 
demonstrate to her children that she was not “holding on 
to her nationality” but instead was interacting with local 
groups. Such interactions however depend on language 
and personal skills including self- confidence as described 
by Kasia, who herself felt that her lack of confidence and 
little knowledge of English were a barrier to building 
connections outside the Polish community:

“I wouldn’t manage with English language. I’m annoyed 
that I can only go to the shop and say ‘good morning, how 
are you? Nice or bad weather’ that is it. It is annoying. I 
don’t have that much contact with the language.”
Kasia, international migrant 

Overall, the narratives discussed in this section illustrate 
diverse levels and strengths of social relations that build 
up rural communities. As our participants pointed out, 
these relations may include both intimate relations along 
with friendliness and conviviality towards diversity, but can 
sometimes include experiences of prejudice, conflict or 
ethnic, cultural and linguistic divisions. 
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2.5.8 Workplaces 

While the workplace was identified as important physical 
space that most participants who were in paid employment 
visited on a daily basis, people generally indicated that 
work had little impact on building facilitative cross-ethnic 
or cross-national relations. For example, Ewelina indicated 
that while her employer, a fish factory, employs mainly 
people from outside Highlands, mainly Poles, Pakistani, 
Latvians, there is little interaction between diverse 
nationalities within the work place: 

“I work with mainly Poles, Latvians and Pakistani, 
there are very little or no local Scots there. People who 
work in my factory are from outside of Highlands, my 
Manager is English, but there is very little interaction 
between different groups...”
Ewelina, international migrant

Ewelina’s narrative illustrates clear labour division within 
the rural labour market with lower skills jobs being mainly 
reserved to international migrant workers including food 
production, hospitality and agriculture. In comparison, 
other participants who never left rural villages indicated 
that their workplaces were mostly occupied by local 
people, defined as outlined in section one, as those who 
were born in the Highlands: 

“A mix – there are people who’ve been born and brought 
up here, people who’ve come back to the Highlands after 
a period away… in the main, thinking about it, it’s a small 
organisation, thinking of it, and who they are, they are 
mainly people who have a connection and have been 
brought up in the area.”
Linda, local stayer

“Within my department we’re all local, there’s someone 
from Inverness, we do have a student up from Glasgow…”
Freya, service provider 

These divisions may contribute to ethnic clustering in 
rural contexts. While our participants’ work patterns 
vary from full time to part time, several including Freya 
stressed the clear division between work colleagues and 
friends, with few people feeling that work was the source 
of close friendships that anchored them to the Highlands. 
Therefore, while work provided an important source of 
economic means, our data suggest that it had little role in 
creating friendship relations. This was particularly true for 
those participants who were employed in low paid jobs 
and work long hours, including Ewelina:

“I work 12 hours shifts, and thus spent a lot of time with 
people from work... When I finish work I have little energy 
to do anything else.”
Ewelina, international migrant

Since the role of workplace in supporting developing 
friendship relation was limited, in Ewelina’s case long 
working hours left her with little time to socialise outside 
work, whether with co-nationals or people she perceived 
as locals. Such limited opportunities may lead to further 
social isolation and exclusion of (migrant) workers in lower 
skilled jobs in rural contexts.

Invergordon
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We were new and wanting to 
make friends and be helpful.”

Community
involvement

3
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3. Community involvement 

To better understand the impact and contribution of 
those who decide to make their home in the Highlands, 
this section explores whether, why and how rural stayers 
– regardless of migration history - get involved in their 
communities. As interviews took place between October 
2021 and April 2020, in the period immediately after Covid 
lockdowns and when some public health restrictions 
were in place, the pandemic featured in many accounts. 
People reflected upon the ways their activities and 
involvement in communities had been curtailed during 
Covid and service providers being unable to proceed 
with plans to continue or develop new projects. However, 
there was a sense too that responding to Covid-19 had 
brought people together and, in some ways, strengthened 
communities.

As Iain explained: “people have become much more 
engaged in helping each other”.

Public health restrictions then had brought not only 
constraint but opportunity, although some service 
providers including Freya and Debbie raised concerns 
about the aftermath of the pandemic and current 
context of rising prices, and how this would impact upon 
the poorest in the different communities across the 
Inner Moray Firth.

With this context in mind, in this section we explore 
different components of community involvement that 
emerged through the interviews. These are summarised 
in table two and range from experiences of everyday 
friendliness and civility to more formalised forms of 
community involvement and the role of paid work.

Participant Friendliness & Civility Mutual assistance Organised Activity Paid role

Facilitator Participation
Kate X X X

Audrey X X X

Ewelina X X

Marta X X X X

Kasia X X

Hania X X X

Karol X

Darek X X

Niamh X X

Linda X X

Sheila X X X X

Claire X X X

Kirsty X X X

Jane X X X X

Robert X X

Table 2: Levels of community involvement

Sharing Shed, Avoch
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3.1 Experiences of civility & friendliness

A number of the places and social encounters described 
in section two illustrate the overall perception of the 
Highlands, and the Inner Moray Firth settlements in this 
study, as friendly places where participants felt safe, 
welcome and part of the community to a greater or less 
degree. Many discussed how simple acts of friendliness and 
civility from other residents – smiles in the street, greetings 
of ‘hello’ – contributed to this sense and, for those who 
were not fluent in English, offered opportunities to engage, 
even fleetingly, with other people living locally.

The importance of civility as an element of conviviality 
should not be underplayed and such encounters, although 
fleeting, have an important role in developing the social 
connections and sense of belonging that in turn contribute 
to people’s decisions to stay in rural areas (see section 
two). The very nature of rural places, where “everybody 
knows everybody else” can act as a motivating factor that 
instils everyday civility. These friendly social encounters 
in smaller rural communities may be considered to be a 
result of compromise of the necessity of sharing limited 
public spaces and institutions with the same rural stayers 
on regular basis.

With regards to community involvement, this feeling of 
welcome and friendliness was an important basis from 
which people could consider participating in or organising 
local activities. However, all participants made a distinction 
between those they considered friends (see 3.2) and other, 
weaker ties more akin to acquaintances.

This distinction was defined by different types of 
boundaries. Kasia’s description of her cordial yet limited 
connection with her neighbour exemplifies the boundaries 
that she and others drew: 

“I have one neighbour, her husband is Polish so we are 
colleagues, but not like a best pals. We know each other, 
but we don’t really visit each other.”
Kasia, international migrant

Emotionally, these were encounters that fell short of 
friendship; and physically, the people involved would not 
typically be invited into the intimate space represented by 
the home. Linked to these boundaries was evidence that 
experiences of friendliness and civility did not necessarily 
translate into provision of material assistance nor to an 
improved sense of belonging. Karol, who planned to leave 
the area, felt welcome and enjoyed cordial relations with 
locals but these were not sufficient to create in him a sense 
of belonging: 

“Even though I live here 10 years, I don’t actually feel 
settled. My relation with the local people are friendly, but 
they are not my friends, we talk from time to time but 
that is it. We would talk on the street, ask how we are, talk 
about neighbourhood but that is it.”
Karol, international migrant

Small acts of civility contribute to but cannot function 
alone as markers of resilient communities. An absence of 
opportunities to move from friendliness to friendship can 
undermine staying and mitigate against people’s deeper 
involvement in their communities.
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3.2 Informal mutual assistance

As shown in table two all but four of our participants 
described instances when they had received or offered 
assistance with others living locally on an informal, 
and often reciprocal basis. This ranged from offering 
support when people had experienced bereavement and 
checking on elderly neighbours, to helping each other 
with household management, for example by helping with 
cleaning and childcare. In many cases, help was offered 
and received differentially over time, with friends helping 
one another when need arose, and as equals:

“I can truly describe him as our friend. […] My husband 
used to help him with his business, for example he did a 
lot of DIY stuff […] when we needed to apply to settled 
status […] He came and competed the documents for 
us and asked for us to sign […] When my husband died 
he also helped with the funeral arrangements, we didn’t 
need to worry about anything.”
Ewelina, international migrant

Previous research emphasises that reciprocal exchanges of 
help-giving, such as the practical help outlined above, or 
regarding sharing material resources such as food, money 
or transport – can play an important role helping migrants 
to feel part of their new communities as active members 
rather than solely recipients of help (Phillimore, Humphris 
& Khan, 2017). 

Even where participants had not (yet) offered or received 
help, there was a sense that within Highland communities, 
people looked out for one another, and that help would 
be forthcoming if you ever you were in need. Whether this 
was due to family ties that bound residents together as 
in Sam’s description: “[this village] seems like so many 
intertwined families they’re all looking after each other 
anyway”; or simply because people were friendly and kind; 
participants generally prized the sense of “knowing the 
people around you are looking out for you” (Claire, local 
stayer). Those who had moved to Highland from elsewhere 
in the UK contrasted this with their previous experiences 
in larger cities where they explained that people were less 
friendly or willing to help out. These positive depictions of 
reciprocal acts of care, whether real or imagined, chimes 
with theories that place reciprocity as a key component 
of resilient and cohesive communities (see for example, 
Putnam 2001). 

However, some participants were more cautious in their 
accounts. Debbie, a service provider, warned against 
taking too romantic a notion of Highland neighbourliness, 
explaining that developing this type of closeness took 
work from all concerned and that “community spirit” was 
not something that could be taken for granted. Two of the 
international migrants interviewed also perceived that 
some of the obligations inherent within acts of mutual 
assistance could lead to others becoming over-reliant on 
the assistance they could offer. The examples given centred 
on more established international migrants feeling that 
co-nationals, often those who had arrived more recently or 
were experiencing problems, took too much from them and 
offered little in return. Ewelina described her experiences:

“I also tried to help other Poles when they arrived but I 
had bad experience so I stopped. You will give them one 
finger and they would like to grab whole hand. I hate 
this demanding attitude. I can show you how to access 
things but I will not do it for you, you need to do the 
work yourself.”
Ewelina, international migrant

Hania explained that she had had a bad experience with 
someone whom she had considered to be a friend, but 
who, ultimately, shed felt had used her without providing 
anything in return, leading her to avoid not only this person 
but contact with any others:

“I had a friend, who used to live next to us. Our children 
used to play and we spend a lot of time in each other 
houses, but then she was going through the difficult 
divorce and she needed my help. So I helped her by 
advising where she needs to go and what she needs to 
do, but then she stopped contacting me. […] I feel that 
she used me, and then when she stop needing help, I 
was no use.”
Hania, international migrant

Informal assistance, once offered, could then lead 
unbalanced relationships. Unlike more equal, reciprocal 
exchanges that cement social relations, power imbalances 
within diverse groups of residents can cause intra-ethnic 
or intra-community tensions and undermine the social 
connections that anchor people to places (see 2.3).
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3.3 Organised community activities

Participants gave several examples of more formalised 
community involvement whereby people organised or 
took part in community initiatives and activities. As Freya 
reflected, this type of more formal mutual assistance 
had come to the fore during Covid-19, with communities 
having to be “creative” about the ways in which they 
helped one another. This type of community-led activity 
took a number of forms as broadly grouped below. Most 
played dual roles, in that they met practical needs or 
allowed people to develop certain skills, for example 
woodworking, language or sporting skills; but also had 
an important social function in reducing isolation and 
connecting people with others living locally.

> Community-run venues

In full or part community ownership, these provided spaces 
where people had opportunities to meet and take part in 
artistic, sporting or social activities. Examples discussed 
included village halls; a community-run sports pavilion; a 
community café located in one of Inverness’s less affluent 
areas; and the Strathpeffer Pavilion, a well-established 
concert and event venue. This latter venue had at one stage 
been on the verge of being sold to a private owner, but, 
following negotiations with Highland Council, had now 
been re-established as a community-run venue.

“At some point there was a decision made it was going 
to be sold and the community weren’t happy about this 
and had raised money to get it restored and back up 
and running, was going to be sold off privately and that 
spurred on a local community action group to set up and 
take on challenge of trying to get ownership and being 
able to run it…”
Linda, local stayer

Keeping community-run venues within community 
ownership can, as this account shows, require ongoing 
and creative concerted action.

> Food-sharing initiatives

Community responses to the Covid-19 pandemic had 
spurred the development of community food-sharing 
initiatives. These ranged in scale from village Sharing Sheds 
to well-established community larders and food growing 
projects. Post-pandemic, several people noted their 
ongoing involvement or support for these projects which 
were now embedded into community life. Several service 
providers spoke admiringly of the way that these initiatives 
as being “a wonderful way of communities working 
together” (Iain) to address issues of poverty and, in some 
cases, food waste and climate change.

> Shared interest activities

Activities organised around shared interests included 
community rowing clubs, arts classes and social clubs 
based on shared language or culture. The Black Isle Men’s 
Shed, part of a wider Men’s Shed movement, focused on 
bringing men together to learn new practical skills, for 
example woodworking and forestry, and through this 
provided social interaction for people who might otherwise 
be isolated.

> Transport initiatives

The issues with transport outlined in section one appeared 
to be most acute for the elderly, for whom public transport 
was not a viable option due to their mobility or health. At 
least two transport-focused community-led initiatives were 
already operating in the region that aimed to mitigate these 
difficulties. One involved tricycle rides for residents; the 
other a community electric bus linking people on the North 
side of the Black Isle to Dingwall. 

> Child-focused activities

People with children described initiatives that had played 
important roles for them when their children were young. 
Mother and toddler groups run by local mums – and often 
operating out of the venues above – were a key to keeping 
children busy and meeting other parents. Parent-run 
initiatives such as a local football training club in Avoch 
were available for older children and supplemented 
people’s use of more centralised leisure facilities such as 
those managed by High Life Highland.

> Polish School

The two EU-born participants who were organisers within 
community activities both worked, or had worked, as 
volunteers for the Polish School in Inverness. One service 
provider had also been involved in this initiative, whereby 
Polish-speaking parents work together to provide Saturday 
classes in Polish language for their children, enabling them 
to retain their bilingualism in their parents’ first language. 
One participant explained though that costs were high, 
and the sustainability of the school depended upon parent 
donations due to a lack of statutory funding.

> Community Councils

Three service providers discussed the role of Community 
Councils in community organising. Community Councils 
have a statutory role and are designed to act as a link 
between statutory services and local residents. No 
individual participants were personally involved with 
these groups, so while service providers noted their 
value, they did not emerge as forms of community 
involvement that were widely known of nor engaged 
with by individual participants.
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3.4 Work as community involvement

For six of the individual participants, their paid work was 
one way in which they felt involved in their communities. 
For the four UK-born participants who spoke of their work 
in this way, it was because their jobs involved specialised 
technical knowledge and skills that brought them into 
contact with communities across the region and required 
them to get to know, consult with and understand the 
particularities of life in Highland. Linda felt that building 
this type of local knowledge was a pre-condition for the 
job that she did, revealing too the differences that even 
she, a local stayer, had needed to become aware of to do 
her job well:

“I’d say it’s good to have people who understand crofting 
communities and smaller communities in Highlands […] 
it’s maybe not realizing how remote and how rural some 
places actually are if you’ve never been there.”
Linda, local stayer

The two international migrants who felt that work was 
one way in which they were involved in helping out within 
communities had very different roles. Marta was a support 
worker for a charity and explained that having recently 
moved into this role she was pleased to feel that she was 
now able to help those in need. Darek described offering 
practical help to isolated members of the community 
through his work as a taxi driver:

“The bus service is rubbish so people drive everywhere 
but if you don’t have a car you have problem and are 
isolated. So there are a lot of problems with elderly, and 
there are a lot of elderly people here and they need to be 
taken for appointments or visit their family […] Also we 
help local health services to drive the patient or to bring 
the blood from one place to another.”
Darek, international migrant

While community involvement is often understood, 
explicitly or implicitly to be people working for the 
community, most commonly without being paid; the 
role of skilled workers in driving forward community 
development and addressing practical and strategic issues 
through their work should be recognised also, particularly 
given some of the barriers to community involvement as 
a volunteer outlined in 2.2. However, being able to access 
the type of skilled or specialist employment opportunities 
that enable workers to contribute in this way is contingent 
on navigating the labour market and overcoming some 
of the barriers to career development and progression 
described in section one.
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3.5 When and why do people get involved?

As shown in table one, every individual participant 
barring two people described some level of unpaid, 
non-professional community involvement. Those who 
were actively involved as organisers or facilitators of 
community initiatives had multiple motivations which 
had brought them to volunteer their time and skills. 
These motivations were frequently linked to different 
moments in life, including but not limited to times when 
they had moved into communities; periods when they 
were bringing up young children; and after retirement. 
These shifting motivations over time and according to 
circumstances paint a picture of community involvement 
not as a static or one-off decision but an ongoing 
negotiation between individuals, their individual and 
family lives and the needs of the wider community.

Moving into the area: several people who had moved to 
the Highlands from elsewhere in the UK spoke about their 
decision to take part in community activities shortly after 
they arrived in the Highlands. For these people, a prime 
motivation was their desire to contribute to and become 
integrated into their new communities. One participant, who 
had moved with her young family from England to a rural 
hamlet, spoke enthusiastically about her local village hall as 
a focal point for activities and social life, and explained her 
decision to join the village hall committee as rooted in her 
wish to get to know people living locally:

“The village hall is really well used, I was on the committee 
until recently – bowls, badminton, club 55, loads of children’s 
activities going on… gymnastics and football and children’s 
bowls, it’s very well used… That’s why I went on village hall 
committee, you get to know everybody when you’re on that.”
Sheila, internal migrant

Sam, a service provider who himself had left London to join 
a rural community in recent years, spoke in similar terms 
of he and his partners’ decision to become involved in a 
community-run café, highlighting how different motivations 
– meeting people, settling, contributing – can run in parallel 
and often overlap: 

“We were new and wanting to make friends 
and be helpful…”
Sam, service provider

Debbie, another service provider, confirmed that it was fairly 
common for more recent arrivals to seek to get involved. She 
ascribed their motivation as not only stemming from a desire 
to settle but because they may have anticipated a sense of 
community being more present than was the case:

“These are the people who moved to the Highlands with 
a with maybe a notion of this community spirit and it's 
not always there. So they instigate things to try and make 
it happen.”
Debbie, service provider

This echoes work that highlights ways in which people who 
migrate to rural areas can sometimes feel disappointed if 
life there does not, in fact, live up to the rural idyll they had 
imagined (Halfacree & Rivera, 2011). Moving in then was 
a key moment when community involvement played an 
instrumental role in people’s efforts to build social networks 
and gain acceptance. The reflects the findings presented in 
section two regarding the ways in which people develop and 
consolidate intangible assets such as friendship over time 
in the localities where they live. Community involvement 
was also situated as a way whereby (relative) newcomers 
could actively work to improve the social and physical 
spaces around them, underscoring the fact that place is ever 
changing and exists not only as a physical construct but in 
relation to those who live there.
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Bringing up young children: another life course 
moment that emerged as a time when people were 
motivated to organise or participate in community 
activities was when they had young children in the 
home. Activities that centred around children were 
sought, and in some cases instigated, not only to keep 
children occupied or help them to develop new skills; 
but also as a strategy to reduce the social isolation that 
some mothers felt when they were at home with infants. 
As Marta explained, although her partner was from a 
local family, it was only once she had met and made 
friends with local mothers through the toddler group in 
her village that she began to truly feel at home. 

“To be honest, I think what really helped is mother and 
toddlers group to which I went to on regular basis. I met 
a lot of mums there, which didn’t make me feel lonely 
anymore. Each mother was facing the same issues, so 
that was something that really reunites us.”
Marta, international migrant

Her involvement in children’s activities had lessened 
somewhat as her children grew, but she was happy to 
participate in locally run sporting clubs; as was Jane. 
Like Marta, she described at length how taking part 
in children-focused activities had been a key element 
of settling in her new home. Less formal sharing of 
childcare was also a feature of the lives of parents, 
through play dates and time spent at home with friends, 
either as part of regular routines or at moments when 
parents were experiencing difficulties such as divorce. 
Interviews with people involved in Polish School 
highlighted too their commitment to the project as a 
way to maintain their children’s bilingualism and so, 
by extension, remain in contact themselves with their 
cultural and linguistic heritage. Some of these parents 
were gently critical of parents whose children lost the 
ability to speak Polish perceiving this as a loss of culture 
and connection with Poland. Regardless of motivation 
though, all parents who took part in the study agreed 
that child-focused activities helped parents emotionally 
and practically, supported children’s development and 
so were highly prized.

Retirement: while most individual participants for 
the project were of working age, it became clear in 
discussions with service providers that retirement was a 
crucial moment when community involvement became 
not only possible but desirable. Indeed, five of the eight 
service providers interviewed were themselves past 
retirement age, indicating that it is perhaps at this life 
stage that formal community involvement becomes 
most desirable and possible. Freya, whose professional 
role involved supporting community groups across the 
area, explained that most people she worked with were 
elderly, and saw this as a positive attribute: 

“They've taken a lot of their working life experience into 
these groups and made them very successful. Also a lot 
of them are retired business people of all different, all 
different skills and have maybe moved to the area in their 
later working life and want to make it better.”

Motivations at this time in life were, as at other stages, often 
overlapping. Stephen, who coordinated a project whose 
membership was primarily older men, noted that the 
elderly could often experience social isolation and enjoyed 
the chance to socialise, which his project provided through 
activities and opportunities that focused on building 
practical skills. 

“I think there are a lot of retired men on Black Isle who 
need something to do, just being together. A lot of what 
we do is being together, talk to each other, sometimes 
people open up about their problems, hopefully the 
discussion helps…”
Stephen, service provider

Charlotte, who led a community group supporting French 
nationals focused more on the role her group played 
in addressing need for new international migrants. She 
highlighted ways in which they could be disadvantaged 
by systems barriers and a lack of linguistically or culturally 
sensitive provision within Highland Council. Filling this 
gap, for her, was also an expression of her own Highland 
identity: I will step in and help, that is just being a 
Highlander not specific to my role in the organisation. 
Retirees then, for those who were still healthy and 
well, were active in complementing and in some cases 
substituting for statutory provision.
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3.6 Barriers to involvement

Several barriers to community involvement were 
nonetheless identified in discussions. The first of these 
was work commitment, and the limits this placed 
on people’s time ability to dedicate themselves to 
community work. For some people, most notably the 
younger participants, full time work was all consuming 
particularly when combined with personal caring 
responsibilities. This was especially true for those 
participants who worked in lower skilled jobs for 
whom working long and sometimes unsociable hours 
prevents them not only from committing to community 
organising, but even from spending time building or 
consolidating less formal social relations : 

“To be honest, when I return from work I don’t have 
energy to go for a coffee and chat, I need peace and 
quiet to rest.”
Ewelina, international migrant 

In areas where most people were out at work during 
the day, people’s working patterns could make 
neighbourhoods feel like “ghost towns” (Claire, local 
stayer) and working significant distances from where you 
were living compounded this effect. Leaving home in the 
morning and returning late in the day, having spent the 
day outside your immediate village or town, could mean 
that over time – unless you had other reasons to connect 
with others – you gradually found that you knew and 
interacted with fewer and fewer local people.

This had been Kirsty’s experience and was one of the 
main reasons why she had left the smaller town of 
Dingwall to move to the city of Inverness. This was 
compounded for newer international arrivals if their 
workplace was somewhere that they were not even able 
to converse with colleagues or had limited opportunities 
to develop confidence in English, leading to more social 
isolation (see section 2.5).

As Karol explained, in reference to his own parents, working 
life did not always leave people with the time they needed 
to engage in formal language learning opportunities:

“My parents however they work and had little time to 
learn. They understand general meaning but they don’t 
feel confident to speak. So I translate for them.”
Karol, international migrant

Health and wellbeing were barriers faced by some 
participants. One woman described how she had 
previously been involved in organising Polish school as 
well as in various informal acts of reciprocal help with 
friends and neighbours. However, her failing health was 
such that she was struggling with daily life and could 
no longer commit to this level of involvement, instead 
keeping to her home and avoiding contact with others. 
There was a sense that some voluntary work and roles 
were onerous and could lead to burn-out, especially if 
beneficiaries of the work were less than grateful for the 
effort volunteers were putting in.

“Work in Polish Saturday school is not easy and it requires 
a lot of volunteer work for which people will not thank you, 
this is sometime hard. So it is frustrating sometimes.”
Hania, international migrant

Finally, while participants generally described their 
communities as inclusive and harmonious, there were 
various indications that people could find themselves 
excluded from opportunities for community involvement. 
This could be related to a lack of information available 
to those who were outside of “the circle of friends” who 
were aware of what was going on locally (Debbie), to 
perceptions of who could take part, based on profile of 
those who were the visible face of certain projects. As one 
service provider reflected: 

“One of challenges really is that it can be seen as something 
that leaders of the group become the demographic that 
whole group gets seen as, you’ve got to work to bring 
everyone in.”
Stephen, service provider

This potential for exclusion was related to ethnicity but 
also to other intersecting factors such as gender and age, 
meaning that not only international migrants but also 
UK-born participants could feel left out. The very same 
community spirit that attracted some internal migrants to 
the Highlands could lead to assumptions of community 
resilience that prevented people from providing or seeking 
help, and this could operate to exclude those who did not, 
in fact, have strong family ties in the area. 

“And people kind of assume that you've got relatives 
and, you know, they'll look after you anyway, and it 
doesn't really matter.”
Kirsty, internal migrant
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The closeness and conviviality that was mentioned by 
internal migrants as a really positive factor in their lives 
in the Highlands could also be barrier, either to realising 
that others needed help or seeking help when the time 
came. This was one area where the anonymity of city life 
was perhaps preferable, in some ways, to living in smaller 
rural communities where little could remain unknown:

“Everybody in the Highlands knows everybody else... 
There's a pride that's perhaps hard to hear, maybe for 
sometimes people to ask for help, maybe people feel in 
the cities that their name, you know, they're not exposed 
in the way they are here.”
Debbie, service provider

This illustrates another of the limitations of the 
everyday civility and friendliness that was prized by 
rural stayers but did not always translate into improved 
feelings of belonging or the prospect of material or 
emotional support.
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