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Abstract · Although there is substantial research on refugees and their wellbeing, there is limited 

research that examines the role of refugees‘ agency in their lives. Using Doyal and Gough‘s (1991) theory 

of human need, the study analyses Somali refugees‘ wellbeing by examining the satisfaction of their 

human needs. Drawing on data from 70 Somali refugees in Kisenyi, Kampala, the study found that 

Somali refugees exercised their socio-culturally mediated agency to promote their wellbeing. The socio-

culturally mediated agency was demonstrated in form of an individual‘s/family‘s ability to start and 

maintain small and medium-scale business enterprises, and develop social networks with the host 

community, fellow Somalis within Uganda and abroad. Individuals/families that engaged in either or both 

of the agency actions were able to adequately meet their human needs, thus promoting their wellbeing 

because adequate satisfaction of human needs leads to human wellbeing.  
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Introduction 
 

Wellbeing achievement is one of human beings‘ life goals, refugees included (Sen, 

1985; 2008). Therefore, a lot of research has been carried out, not only on human 

beings‘ wellbeing generally, but also on the refugees‘. Research on refugee wellbeing 

has focused on both its objective and subjective aspects. This research has also 

investigated their psychological wellbeing, mental and acculturation stress. This is 

mainly because refugees undergo traumatic experiences before, during and after 

migration (Cheah et al., 2010; Connor, 2010; Potocky-Tripodi, 2003; Takeda, 2000). 

These experiences lead to psychological and mental problems, thus affecting their 

psychological and mental wellness. Although there is a lot of research on refugees‘ 

wellbeing, it has hardly considered the agency of refugees in the promotion of their 

wellbeing. Because of the traumatic experiences that refugees go through, they are a 

vulnerable group (Berry, 2006; Black, 1994; Clark, 2007; Gateley, 2015; O‘Higgins, 

2012; Schatz, 2009). They are usually considered as passive recipients of aid and 

support that promotes their wellbeing (Essed, Frerks and Schrijvers 2005; Gateley, 
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2015). They are perceived as always in need of help and assistance in order to 

guarantee their wellbeing.  

Although refugees are perceived this way, adopting Doyal and Gough’s (1991) 

theory of human need
2
 as a framework, this study shows that Somali refugees 

exercised their socio-culturally mediated agency while promoting their wellbeing, by 

promoting the satisfaction of their human needs. They engaged in actions that were 

means to achieving and promoting their wellbeing, as individuals, groups and a 

community. Somali refugees in Kisenyi (a slum in Kampala, Uganda) engaged in 

starting and running small and medium-scale business enterprises. These enterprises 

provided employment and financial resources to secure or meet other needs such as 

housing, food, health care and education. They also engaged in developing and 

maintaining social networks with Ugandans and fellow Somalis within Kisenyi and 

abroad. These social networks provided them with significant relationships and 

financial resources to meet other needs, as is the case with business enterprises. This 

was mainly through residential concentration
3
. It is the mobilised financial resources 

from some of the social networks that were used to start some of the business 

enterprises.  

The article starts with a brief discussion of the concept of agency, where the 

meaning and nature of agency are discussed. The paper argues that agency can be a 

means or an end in itself. This is followed by a section on the methodology, which 

focuses on data collection. The next section is a presentation and discussion of the 

study findings. Demonstrated here is that Somali refugees mainly deployed their 

socio-culturally mediated agency as a means to promote their wellbeing by promoting 

adequate satisfaction of their human needs.  The two main ways in which Somali 

refugees demonstrated their socio-culturally mediated agency are analysed. 

Furthermore, the ways in which each of the socio-culturally mediated agency actions 

contributed to the wellbeing of Somali refugees are highlighted. Presented thereafter, 

is the conclusion showing that if refugees are to engage in actions promoting their 

wellbeing, concerned organisations and institutions should engage in creating agency-

conductive environment.  

 

Somali refugees’ agency 
 

The concept of agency has multiple meanings in both academic and everyday usage 

(Ahearn, 2000; 2001; Asad, 2000; Madhok, 2013; Ortner, 2006). This is because, as 

Ortner (2001) argues, agency has many dimensions. Accordingly, Ahearn (2001), 

Giddens (1984; 1993) and Ortner (2001; 2006) argue that agency has double-pronged: 

the agency of intention and the agency of power. However, Giddens (1984:9) seems to 

put more emphasis on the agency of power when he argues, ‗agency refers not to the 

                                                      
2A description of this theory is provided for in the presentation and discussion of the findings section. 
3For purposes of this study, residential concentration is defined as a situation whereby members of an 

ethnic community/group reside/live in the same residential area. 
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intentions people have in doing things but to their capability of doing those things in 

the first place (which is why agency implies power).‘ Indeed, Karp (1986: 137) shares 

a similar understanding of agency with Giddens when he observes that agency is about 

‗causal power‘. Although Giddens and Karp tend to emphasise the power attribute of 

agency, Ahearn (2001) and Ortner (2006) note that the two types of agency (power 

and intentions) are inseparable. In this paper, therefore, agency is used to mean the 

conscious intentions and power to act on the intentions (Duranti, 2004; Ortner, 2001; 

2006). 

Somali refugees‘ agency has two elements, that is, power and intentions. This is 

similar to Ahearn (2001), Duranti (2004) and Ortner‘s (2001; 2006) argument about 

what constitutes human agency.  As it will be shown later, whatever action Somali 

refugees engaged in was intentional. They had the intention and exercised power in 

pursuance of the intention. Most Somali refugees‘ intention to migrate to Kisenyi is to 

have a good life
4
. Because of this intention, they exercised their power by migrating to 

Kisenyi. For instance, Musa (not real name) in an individual in-depth interview 

observes, 

 
The people (Somali refugees) who are in the camp (Nakivale refugee 

settlement) are more than those who live in towns like Kampala. The 

reason why most Somali refugees come here in Kampala is that life in 

Nakivale (refugee settlement in South Western Uganda) is not good. For 

instance, there is no good education, health and clean water. The food is 

not enough. Therefore, Somali refugees come here to start businesses and 

work so that they can have good life.  

 

Although agency has two elements (power and intentions), in this paper agency 

refers to socio-culturally mediated capability to do things or carry out an action, that 

is, to act on the intentions (Ahearn, 2001; Essed, Frerks and Schrijvers, 2005; 

Madhok, 2013; Ortner, 2006; Wertsch, Tulviste and Hagstrom, 1993). As indicated 

from the outset of this paper and as will later be further demonstrated, Somali 

refugees‘ wellbeing is influenced by contextual factors. These contextual factors make 

Somali refugees‘ agency socio-culturally constructed, mediated and regulated. Somali 

refugees‘ choices, intentions, actions, desires, goals and projects in relation to their 

wellbeing are socio-culturally constructed, maintained and pursued. Indeed, this 

argument is similar to Desjarlais‘ (1997: 205) observations on agency in a shelter for 

the homeless. He argues, ‗in the shelter at least, agency was context-dependent, if we 

take context to mean both a specific ―place‖ and social, political, and cultural 

dynamics that give rise to that place.‘  

Therefore, this paper focuses on socio-culturally mediated intentions and power of 

Somali refugees in pursuance of their wellbeing. From the definition adopted for this 

                                                      
4The author defines a good life to Somali refugees as having the ability to satisfy adequately one‘s human 

needs   
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paper, it is clear that agency does not mean free agency or autonomous agency. Free or 

autonomous agency means free will in the course of acting or acting without any 

interference (Ahearn, 2000; 2001; Lalu, 2000; Madhok, 2013; Mayr, 2011; Ortner, 

2001; 2006). The influence of the socio-cultural factors, similar to Somali refugees, 

limits an individual‘s autonomy or free will in relation to intentions and power. The 

intentions and power are conceived, exercised or deployed within an individual‘s 

socio-cultural environment. Indeed, historian Lalu (2000: 49-50) in his critique of 

autonomous agency observes that ‗agency is conditioned by the norms, practices, 

institutions, and discourses through which it is made available.‘ Furthermore, Madhok 

(2013: 7) argues that ‗agents exercise agency within particular social contexts, which 

in turn influences the mode, site and practice of their agency.‘ In summary, 

individuals‘ intentions and power do not exist prior to their socio-cultural context, but 

they are derived from it (Desjarlais, 1997; Lalu, 2000; Madhok, 2013).  

The implication of looking at agency as socio-culturally mediated is that agency 

becomes relative since there are different socio-cultural contexts. Therefore, whereas 

some individuals exercise a high degree of agency, others exercise a minimal one 

depending on the socio-cultural environments they live in (Sewell, 1992). In the case 

of Somali refugees, as it will be demonstrated, they exercised a high degree of agency 

due to the socio-cultural environment they live in. Important to note is that Somali 

refugees‘ intentions while exercising their agency were either for instrumental or 

intrinsic reasons. Exercising agency for instrumental reasons is to do something as a 

means to achieving some additional good or benefit, while exercising agency for 

intrinsic reasons is to do something as an end in itself (Alvarez, 2009; McGuire, 

2012). However, the two are not necessarily mutually exclusive. In the case of Somali 

refugees, as it will be shown in the presentation and discussion of findings section, 

they exercised their agency for mainly instrumental reasons, that is, promotion of their 

wellbeing.  

Doyal and Gough‘s (1991) theory of human need was adopted as a framework for 

analysing the role of Somali refugees‘ socio-culturally mediated agency in their 

wellbeing. According to Doyal and Gough (1991), human wellbeing is about 

avoidance of serious objective harm. This harm can only be avoided if two universal 

human needs, physical health (physical survival and absence of diseases) and 

individual autonomy (capacity to initiate action through formulations of goals and 

strategies to achieve them) are adequately met. The two universal human needs are 

met through adequate satisfaction of the eleven universal intermediate human needs. 

These include nutritional food and clean water, protective housing, non-hazardous 

work environment, non-hazardous physical environment, safe birth control and 

childbearing, appropriate health care, security in childhood, significant primary 

relationships, physical security, economic security, and appropriate education (Dean, 

2010; Gasper, 2005; Doyal and Gough, 1991; Gough, 2000; 2003). The universal 

intermediate human needs are satisfiers of the universal human basic needs because 

they share universal satisfier characteristics. Universal satisfier characteristics are 
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‗those properties of goods, services, activities and relationships which enhance 

physical health and human autonomy in all cultures‘ (Doyal and Gough, 1991: 157). 

This framework is adopted because it focuses on preconditions for wellbeing and 

not wellbeing, that is, what must be there or in place in order to guarantee human 

wellbeing (Alkire, 2002). Furthermore, apart from the framework being universal, it 

allows local and culturally specific application (Alkire, 2002; 2005; Doyal and Gough, 

1991). As earlier noted, according to Doyal and Gough (1991), the satisfiers of the 

intermediate needs are culturally relative. These reasons make the framework useful 

for the assessment of the wellbeing of Somali refugees and their role in the promotion 

of their wellbeing.  

 

Methodology 
 

This paper utilises data collected for a PhD project. Fieldwork for this project was 

carried out between July and December 2013 using qualitative approaches. Data were 

collected from Somali refugees living in Kisenyi. This is because most Somali 

refugees in Kampala live in Kisenyi (Omata, 2012). Seventy Somali refugees (14 for 

in-depth individual interviews and 56 for focus group discussions) were recruited for 

the study using purposive sampling strategies. The study included participants that 

were aged between 18 and 60 and who had lived in the area for not less than 2 years. 

The two residence criteria were to ensure that recently arrived refugees who may still 

be facing challenges of integration are not recruited. The age bracket ensured that age 

groups with higher opportunities to exercise their agency are recruited for the study. 

The seventy participants figure was reached after achieving satiety threshold where no 

new information was being collected from the participants. The study participants 

included both women and men.  

In-depth individual interviews were carried out at various places in Kisenyi 

convenient to the study participants. I conducted individual interviews with five 

female and nine male participants with the assistance of translators
5
. Somali refugee 

men showed more willingness to participate in the study than women did. Since 

participation in the study was voluntary, the study recruited more male participants 

than female participants. Individual in-depth interviews were used as a method of data 

collection because they give an opportunity to study participants to discuss the study 

issues in their own words (Boeije, 2010; Braun and Clarke, 2013; Marshall and 

Rossman, 2006). Therefore, this method appropriately aids the examination of the 

relationship of the Somali refugees‘ wellbeing and their socio-culturally mediated 

agency. This can only be studied by providing the participants opportunities to give 

their views in their own words.  

                                                      
5It is highly likely that some information was lost in course of back and forth translating from English to 

Somali. 
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In addition to the individual interviews, seven FGDs were carried out with Somali 

refugees. Four of the FGDs were carried out at Kyaggwe Primary School, one from 

Refugee Hope (NGO serving refugees) and two from a house in Kisenyi. With the 

exception of the latter that had only male participants, the rest of the FGDs had a 

combination of both female and male study participants. Each FGD had between 

seven to nine participants, and on average four to five were women. Although it had 

originally been planned to have gender segregated FGDs, potential female participants 

were unwilling to participate in FGDs conducted by a male researcher without male 

Somali refugees. They claimed that this was for religious reasons. This could have 

influenced the participants, especially women, providing socially desirable responses 

or totally avoiding certain responses, since this is a patriarchal society. Like the 

individual interviews with Somali refugee participants, the FGDs were also carried out 

with the help of the translators.  

Data were collected using a FGD guide, and I moderated the FGDs. FGDs were 

used as a method of data collection because this study is looking at Somali refugees‘ 

wellbeing at a group level, and not at an individual level. The group context, that is, 

the presence of others, and views of group members have effects on individual 

participants‘ views and behaviours (Boeije, 2010; Stewart and Shamdasani, 1990). 

This results in collection of data, which are not about the experiences and opinions of 

the individual participants, but the group as generated through the interaction (Green 

and Hart, 1999; Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, 2011; Morgan, 1997). All the interviews 

and FGDs were audio recorded with their permission. 

Thematic analysis was carried out where themes, subthemes, categories and 

subcategories were developed. Through comparing the codes for similarities and 

differences, data were grouped into categories and subcategories. Themes and 

subthemes were developed by comparing developed categories and subcategories from 

the data (Boeije, 2010; Glesne, 2011; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). These were 

developed using the literature review, research questions and the data. NVIvo 9 was 

used as a data management and organisation tool. The data were exported into the 

software and the process of highlighting and creating themes and subthemes was 

carried out.   

 

Presentation and discussion of the findings 
 

Although Doyal and Gough‘s (1991) framework lists eleven universal intermediate 

human needs, this study mainly focuses on seven human needs. These include 

nutritional food, protective housing, healthcare, appropriate education, work, financial 

security and significant primary relationships. The assessment of these seven indicated 

that most Somali refugees were in position to adequately satisfy these needs 

(Balyejjusa, 2017). However, the satisfaction of these needs was partly due to the 

socio-culturally mediated agency of Somali refugees. This agency was demonstrated 

in the Somali refugees‘ ability to start and maintain small and medium-scale business 
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enterprises, and develop social networks with the host community, fellow Somalis 

within Uganda and abroad. Each of these agency strategies is discussed below. It 

should be noted here that where the participants‘ words are quoted, pseudo-names are 

used for ethical reasons.  

 

Small and medium-scale business enterprises 
 

Malik et al. (2017) argue that the survival of refugees largely depends on their 

economic activities and resilience (ability to generate regular income and start 

businesses). Indeed Somali refugees in Kisenyi were not passive recipients of aid, but 

actively engaged in starting and maintaining small and medium scale business 

enterprises. For instance, Ibra (Somali refugee participant) in an individual in-depth 

interview noted, ‗... as I told you, Somalis are very good at starting and running 

businesses. When we come here, we immediately start businesses. We are very active 

people; we are creative people.‘ The businesses included supermarkets, shops, fuel 

stations and restaurants. However, it should be pointed out that not all Somali refugees 

had started businesses due to lack of financial resources.  

Some Somali refugees are able to start business enterprises due to their 

entrepreneurial culture in addition to the laws of the host community that allow them a 

right to engage in commerce and gainful employment (Government of Uganda 

[GOU], 2006; 2010). The law also grants them freedom to reside in any part of the 

country. Consequently, some refugees left Nakivale refugee settlement for Kampala 

where they could start small and medium-scale enterprises. Furthermore, the goodwill 

of the host community should not be underestimated. The members of the host 

community were some of the customers to the businesses; they did not shun Somali 

refugee businesses. It is within this combination of factors that Somali refugees 

exercised their agency, thus making it socio-culturally mediated. They acted within 

their culture whereby they did not engage in starting any business that conflicts with 

their culture. Ethnic Somalis and Somali refugees are predominantly Muslims 

(Abdullahi, 2001; Langellier, 2008). Indeed, Langellier (2008; 2010) argues that most 

Somalis conflate Islam with Somali culture, with very few being able to separate the 

two (Islamic practices and Somali cultural practices). Therefore, they did not, for 

example, have businesses dealing in pork and alcoholic products. In addition, they 

acted within the laws of Uganda. According to the Refugee Act, 2006, only refugees 

are able to live self-reliantly that are allowed to live in urban settings. This is well 

captured by the assertion of a male participant in one of the FGDs, 

 
Let me tell you one fact, Somali refugees are composed of two groups. 

Those who are financially well off and those who are not. Those who are 

well off are the ones living here in Kampala and those who are poor live 

in Nakivale. The refugees living in Kampala have started businesses 

where we work. Therefore, we get jobs among ourselves in Kampala. We 
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create jobs for poor people (Somali refugees). For instance, some Somali 

girls cook for Somali students at university campuses.  

 

The action of running businesses ensured that Somali refugees had access to 

employment. Indeed, employment has further benefits to those employed in relation to 

their wellbeing. Because of this, Wright (2012) in her research with the Peruvian 

migrants in London and Madrid calls it a functional need. For example, Divakalala‘s 

(2008) wellbeing research in Sri Lanka indicates that the participants valued 

employment because it ensures financial security. In addition, similar to Sen‘s (1999) 

argument that women‘s earning affords women a voice and agency, Somali refugees‘ 

earning and financial security enabled them access other wellbeing requirements such 

as protective housing, health care, appropriate education and food. For instance, 

Abdu‘s comment below demonstrates Somali refugees‘ socio-culturally mediated 

agency of starting small and medium-scale businesses and their wellbeing:   

 
We come here because we need a good life. We need our children to go to 

school and we need to work. In Kampala, we easily get jobs because of 

the many Somali refugee owned businesses. Actually, we are living well. 

We use the money to pay bills like house rent. In Nakivale, there is 

nothing (business enterprises).  

 

Although the small and medium scale business enterprises provided Somali 

refugees with employment, it is interesting that Somali refugees were only concerned 

with employment and not non-hazardous employment. Doyal and Gough (1991) argue 

that it is the non-hazardous work environment, which is the human need. According to 

Wright (2012), they were not only concerned with employment, but also with not 

demeaning employment. It seems that the non-hazardous work environment is more of 

a developed and industrialised world concept. Citizens and residents of these countries 

have alternative mechanisms to live well without a job, such as social welfare 

programmes. They also have alternative employment opportunities to choose from. 

However, Somali refugees in Uganda do not have alternatives in terms of employment 

since the majority of people in Uganda are engaged in self-employment (Uganda 

Bureau of Statistics, 2013), and there is a high rate of youth unemployment, standing 

at 18.4 per cent (Uganda Bureau of Statistics, 2017). In such circumstances, an 

individual would not be pre-occupied with having non-hazardous employment, but 

just employment. In addition, a non-hazardous requirement in relation to employment 

is more likely to apply to formal employment ventures than informal employment, 

especially if the ventures are small and medium scale, as is the case with those started 

by Somali refugees. 
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Development of social networks 
 

Apart from the Somali refugees‘ socio-culturally mediated agency of starting and 

running small and medium-scale businesses, they are also engaged in developing 

social networks. The role of these networks in people‘s lives is widely recognised 

(Caserta, Punamaki and Pirttil-Backman, 2017; Heaney and Israel, 2002; Lim and 

Putman, 2010; Pinquart and Sorensen, 2000). Similarly, it is also appreciated in the 

lives of migrants, refugees included (Awumbila, Teye and Yaro, 2017; Fass et al., 

2015; Kivisto and Faist, 2010). Indeed Somali refugees in Kisenyi engaged in socio-

culturally mediated agency to developed and use social networks in their life. The 

networks were with both Somali refugees within Uganda and abroad. For example, 

this is well illustrated by a comment from a female participant in one of the FGDs, 

 
My friends are Somalis. Friendship is very important because it adds 

something of value. Like now, I am living with my friend and my son 

lives with another friend of mine. In summary, friendship is very 

important. All friends of mine are fellow Somalis. You know Somalis are 

very good people; they help each other. She [one of the FGD members] 

helps me to solve some of my problems. Even sometimes friends are 

better than brothers are because I have relatives here, but they do not help 

me. 

 

Somali refugees are able to form social networks with fellow Somali refugees 

because they share a cultural and religious origin. Somali refugees can be described as 

mono-cultural considering that they belong to the Cushitic ethnic group, have Somali 

as a common language and are predominantly Muslim (Abdullahi, 2001; Lewis, 2008; 

Samatar, 1993). It is within this socio-cultural setting/framework that they form social 

networks. Furthermore, Somali refugees also act in the socio-cultural framework of 

being refugees. They are aware that they have limited resources and they must form 

social networks in order to promote their wellbeing. However, the socio-cultural 

framework of Somali refugees is promoted and strengthened by Uganda‘s refugee 

legal and policy framework. The law and policy grant refugees freedom to live in any 

part of Uganda as long they have permission from the Commissioner for refugees. 

They also grant freedom to refugees to reside in urban settings if they are able to be 

self-reliant (GOU, 2006).  

As such, most Somali refugees, if not all, reside in Kisenyi. Gibson (2001) argues 

that immigrants and refugees live among co-ethnics to ensure maintenance of the 

culture of origin. However, for Somali refugees in Kisenyi the residential 

concentration was for material and social support. This is similar to Al-Sharmani‘s 

(2003), Jinnah‘s (2010) and Sadouni‘s (2009) research in South Africa and Egypt 

where immigrants lived in residential concentrations. The social support includes 

giving money and goods, giving directions to places, helping in searching for houses 

to rent and establishing social relations. All these are important aspects of Somali 
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refugees‘ wellbeing. The importance of residential concentration and social 

networking among Somali refugees towards their wellbeing was summarised as 

follows by a female participant in one of the FGDs, 

 
... For example, when you come from Somalia you need guidance or 

someone to direct you. You need to go where Somali refugees reside 

when they come to Uganda. Your fellow Somalis will guide you or help 

with whatever you need here in Kampala, be it a house to rent or 

schools/universities to join as students. Whatever kind of help in form of 

direction, you will get it from Somalis.  

 

The above view resonates with Doyal and Gough (1991), Gough (2000), Lim and 

Putman (2010) and Pinquart and Sorensen (2000). Similarly, the social networks 

indeed contributed to Somali refugees‘ wellbeing. They specifically contributed to 

meet of the human need of significant primary relationships. Indeed, according to 

Wright (2010) relatedness was on the psychosocial needs of the Peruvian migrants in 

London and Madrid. The significant primary relationships offered Somali refugees 

with friends they could spend time with, as the above quote from the FGD member 

illustrates. According to Doyal and Gough (1991) and Gough (2000), having 

significant primary relationships is a prerequisite for avoiding serious objective harm 

in form of deteriorated physical health and autonomy. Deteriorated physical health and 

autonomy are indicators of ill-being. Doyal and Gough (1991) argue that isolation or 

not having friends can lead to mental illnesses such as stress, distress and depression.  

The social networks Somali refugees developed with fellow Somali refugees 

within Kisenyi did not only provide significant primary relationships as one of the 

requirements for human wellbeing, but also facilitated the satisfaction of other human 

needs of Somali refugees. From the above quote, it is clear that the social networks 

contributed to meeting two of Somali refugees‘ human needs, that is, housing and 

education. Doyal and Gough (1991) and Gough (2000) list these two needs as 

intermediate needs to ensure that a human being avoids experiencing harm in relation 

to his/her physical health and autonomy. Indeed Balyejjusa (2015; 2017) reports these 

two as part of Somali refugees‘ definition of their wellbeing. Due to the social 

networks, some Somali refugees were able to have their human need of housing met 

through pooling house rents.  For example, Hamid noted the following about pooling 

house rents with Somali friends: ‗we share the house rent whereby each one will pay 

like 80,000/= per month.‘ Furthermore, as earlier noted in the sub-section of small and 

medium scale businesses, the social networks also resulted in some Somali refugees 

accessing employment from Somali refugee owned business enterprises, as Abdu‘s 

comment above demonstrates.   

Additionally, Somali refugees who had social networks with fellow Somalis living 

abroad were in position to receive financial remittances from those networks. This 

money did not only meet the need of financial security, but also the costs of food, 

health care, education and housing. All these are wellbeing needs. In addition, some of 
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this money is used to start small and medium scale business enterprises (see Omata, 

2012)). For instance, Issa (male Somali refugee in in-depth interview) expressed the 

following about Somali refugees‘ wellbeing: ‗there are people (Somali refugees) who 

have no problems of living well; they have good jobs, relatives abroad sending them 

money or businesses.‘ 

Due to financial remittances from abroad, some of the Somali refugees did not seek 

employment, since the remittances were regular and adequate to meet their wellbeing 

needs. This category claimed that the potential employers offered low remunerations, 

and thus, they did not seek employment. This is well captured by Isma‘s (male Somali 

refugee in in-depth individual interview), ‗yes, some of us work; some of us we work 

with Ugandans. However, we have our relatives living in the developed countries like 

America, Canada and Britain. So we mostly receive money from abroad.‘ 

Unlike research on social networks among migrants that asserts that the networks 

are usually with one‘s community of origin, similar to Malik et al‘s (2017) study on 

refugees in Pakistan, Somali refugees in Kampala also developed social networks with 

members of the host community. These social networks were also formed in a socio-

cultural context. First, Uganda in general and Kampala in particular is a multi-

cultural/ethnic setting (Otiso, 2006). In this setting Ugandans form social networks 

between different ethnic groups. As such, Somali refugees, although coming from a 

mono-cultural (predominantly one ethnic group) setting, had to start forming social 

networks with Ugandans. Furthermore, due to the laws of Uganda that prohibit 

discrimination based on ethnicity/race, gender and religion (GOU, 1995; 2006), 

Somali refugees sought social networks with Ugandans because they were not being 

discriminated against. Somali refugees made social networks mainly with Ugandan 

Muslims, boda boda
6
 riders and house owners. The Somali refugee youth also 

developed networks with Ugandan youth. This is demonstrated by a comment from a 

male Somali refugee from one of the FGDs. 

 
The first thing we do while with Ugandans is that we respect them as our 

neighbours. We greet them in the morning; ask them about their previous 

night and health. When we go to the markets, we buy from them and we 

treat them well because we do not believe that Ugandans are bad people; 

we actually appreciate the way they behave. Now it is necessary for 

Somalis to respect and behave well while with Ugandans because your 

neighbour is Ugandan and the person in the market is Ugandan, the one at 

the university is Ugandan. Therefore, we have to interact with Ugandans 

and the sooner we start the better. 

 

The social networks with Ugandans, similar to those with fellow Somali refugees 

in Kisenyi, were fulfilling the need of significant relationships. For instance, a male 

youth from one of the FGDs pointed out: 

                                                      
6Boda boda is a term in Uganda used to refer to motorcycles that are used for public transport 
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As youths, we Somalis love football [soccer] so much. So, we sometimes 

make friends while playing football with Ugandans. We sometimes watch 

the English premier league soccer games together. If someone supports 

the same team like you, he becomes your friend; you go out together. 

 

The social networks with Ugandans not only facilitated the satisfaction of the 

human need of significant primary relationships as the above quote shows, but also 

were for practical and social support. These networks contributed to Somali refugees‘ 

financial security because they were customers to Somali owned businesses. A male 

Somali refugee participant in one of the FGDs illustrates this, 

 
... Okay we interact with Ugandans. First, we tell and show them the 

things we believe in. We also try to be friends with Ugandans. We 

sometimes share gifts and actually to show them that we can have a 

relationship with them regardless of the race, religion or other 

backgrounds. This is because previously Ugandan people were normally 

not interacting with us. They used not to have business deals with us. 

They would also not borrow money from us. There are many houses 

owned by Ugandans that are being managed by Somali businesspersons. 

However, there are also some properties that are owned by Somali 

refugees. Some Ugandans are working on these properties. We give them 

jobs; they normally work for us and we pay them salaries. In the end, we 

benefit from each other.  

 

The above quote primarily shows how Somali refugees‘ agency is socio-culturally 

mediated. The social networks with Ugandans were made within the Somali refugees‘ 

belief system, that is, Islamic teachings and requirements. In addition, using Mauss‘ 

(1970) ideas of gift exchange, Somali refugees make effort to interact with Ugandans 

because they are aware that their goodwill actions are likely to be reciprocated with 

actions from Ugandans. Secondly, it also shows how Somali refugees‘ socio-culturally 

mediated agency contributed to meeting Somali refugees‘ wellbeing needs.  

 

Conclusions 
 

This paper has shown that Somali refugees were not passive when it comes to their 

wellbeing. They engaged in actions that contributed to meeting their wellbeing and 

human needs. The human needs include nutritional food, health care, education, 

significant primary relationships, employment, financial security and housing. Somali 

refugees primarily pursued the satisfaction of these wellbeing human needs using two 

strategies, starting and running small and medium-scale businesses and developing 

social networks with Ugandans in Kisenyi and fellow Somali refugees within Uganda 

and abroad. These strategies were mainly intended to meet the seven wellbeing human 

needs.  
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These two strategies adopted by Somali refugees as means to meeting their human 

needs were conceived, adopted and exercised within a socio-culturally mediated 

environment. They were influenced by the Somali refugees‘ culture and religion, the 

status of being refugees, the host community and the refugee legal framework in 

Uganda. For instance, the refugee legal framework granted refugees many rights, such 

as the freedom to live in any part of the country, freedom to engage in commerce, 

freedom to receive financial remittances from abroad, and freedom to reside in urban 

settings as long as they are able to be self-reliant (GOU, 2006). Furthermore, the host 

community‘s non-discriminatory behaviours enabled Somali refugees to engage in 

developing social networks with them (Mugalu, 2011). All these examples illustrate 

how Somali refugees‘ actions were socio-culturally mediated.  

The implication of this is that organisations, institutions and agencies engaged in 

activities and programmes promoting the wellbeing of refugees should focus on the 

social context in which refugees live. This social context determines whether refugees 

will be passive, active or exercise low-level agency or high-level agency since agency 

is context-based. The concerned organisations, institutions and agencies should 

engage in activities that advocate for laws, policies and cultural practices that permit 

the exercise of high-level agency. This way, these organisations, institutions and 

agencies will contribute to creating an environment that is conducive to exercise of 

high-level agency on the part of refugees. As such, refugees, as seen in the case of 

Somali refugees, will be able to engage in activities and actions that promote their 

wellbeing.  
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