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Abstract 

Social exclusion remains a pressing issue in Belgium and Flanders, despite numerous policies and 

aid programs. These initiatives often overlook the multi-dimensional and complex nature of social 

exclusion, failing to address its root cause, which is the inability to fully participate in society and 

access its opportunities. Local volunteer organizations are crucial to address this issue through 

community-building. This research therefore delves into the experience of social exclusion in 

Kontich, a Flemish village, and the effectiveness of local volunteer organizations focused on 

community-building. Interviews were conducted with four volunteers and four individuals 

experiencing social exclusion. They participate in Welzijnsschakels, a Belgian organization 

composed of local individual groups in different municipalities.  

 

The participants highlighted the importance of social connections and networks. Unlike 

organizations like the OCMW, which primarily offers practical aid, Schakel, as a local volunteer 

organization, prioritizes socialization and community connections. Schakel fosters individuals’ need 

to belong and mitigates social isolation. Overcoming social exclusion is challenging due to intense 

negative emotions such as shame, distrust and pride. However, Schakel and the established 

relationships among individuals experiencing social exclusion help counter these emotions. Schakel 

therefore serves as an essential third place. However, the survival of Schakel Kontich, being a small 

local organization dependent on volunteers, is not guaranteed. The volunteers indicated that it is 

challenging to find new and younger volunteers. Moreover, effectively addressing social exclusion 

requires significant commitment and time. Time constraints, such as full-time employment and 

caregiving roles, prevent many adults from profound volunteering.  

 

Sociale uitsluiting blijft één van de grootste uitdagingen in België en Vlaanderen. Ondanks de vele 

beleidsmaatregelen en hulpprogramma’s, vergeten deze initiatieven vaak de multidimensionale en 

complexe aard van sociale uitsluiting. Ze pakken hierdoor niet de kernoorzaak van uitsluiting aan, 

namelijk het onvermogen om deel te nemen aan de samenleving en haar vele mogelijkheden. Lokale 

vrijwilligersorganisaties zijn belangrijke instanties om dit probleem aan te kaarten door middel van 

community-building. Dit onderzoek richt zich daarom op de ervaring van sociale uitsluiting in 

Konitch, een Vlaams dorp, en de effectiviteit van lokale vrijwilligersorganisaties die zich richten op 
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community-building. Vier vrijwilligers en vier personen die sociale uitsluiting ervaren werden 

geïnterviewd. Zij zijn leden van Welzijnsschakel, een Belgische organisatie bestaande uit lokale 

groepen in verschillende gemeenten.  

 

De deelnemers benadrukten het belang van sociale connecties en netwerken. In tegenstelling tot 

organisaties zoals het OCMW, die voornamelijk praktische hulp bieden, legt Schakel als lokale 

vrijwilligersorganisatie de nadruk op socialisatie en connecties met de gemeenschap. Schakel 

bevordert de behoefte van individuen om erbij te horen en vermindert sociale isolatie. Uit sociale 

uitsluiting geraken is moeilijk door de belevenis van negatieve emoties zoals schaamte, wantrouwen 

en trots. Schakel en de nieuwe sociale contacten gaan dit tegen. Schakel dient daardoor als een 

‘Third Place’. Aangezien Schakel een kleine vrijwilligersorganisatie is, is er geen 

bestaanszekerheid. De vrijwilligers gaven aan dat nieuwe en jonge vrijwilligers moeilijk te vinden 

zijn. Werken rond sociale uitsluiting vergt veel inzet en tijd, wat voor vele volwassen mensen 

moeilijk is door tijdsbeperkingen zoals voltijds werken en zorgtaken.  
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1. Introduction 

For European welfare states like Belgium, social exclusion and economic deprivation continue to 

be one of the most urgent issues, exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic (Greiss & Schoneville, 

2023). The United Nations defines social exclusion as following: “Social exclusion describes a state 

in which individuals are unable to participate fully in economic, social, political and cultural life, as 

well as the process leading to and sustaining such a state” (2016, p.18). Consequently, social 

exclusion is the process of not having the same opportunities as the majority of society (O’Donnell 

et al., 2021; Richmond, 2002). When individuals are not able or not permitted to participate in 

society at the same level as others, they experience social exclusion, which operates at multiple 

levels (van Bergen et al., 2014).  

 

Social exclusion is a complex and multi-dimensional concept. People are not directly socially 

excluded solely due to deprivation in one dimension, however, every aspect of life influences 

another (Jehoel-Gijsbers, 2004). For instance, losing one’s job and stable income can lead to reduced 

access to healthcare, having bad health can in turn diminish social contact, creating a vicious cycle 

in which individuals become trapped (van Bergen et al., 2014). Furthermore, social exclusion can 

be influenced by various actors: the government through policies, society and its societal norms, 

even individuals who put themselves in a position of exclusion. Identifying the roots of social 

exclusion and devising strategies to address it is therefore difficult (Silver & Miller, 2003; Jehoel-

Gijsbers, 2004). Social exclusion is thus relative to its context, shaped by national laws, global 

policies and politics, and cultural understandings at the community level. These contextual factors 

can intertwine to create situations where social exclusion persists and impacts people's lives (Silver, 

2007).  

 

Since the concept of social exclusion was born, it has often been exclusively connected to economic 

hardship. When there is economic instability, there is an increase in social exclusion (Pirani, 2011). 

However, the growing urban population, which often experiences social segregation, also 

contributes to social exclusion. For instance, migrants residing in predominantly migrant 

neighborhoods often find a sense of community and cultural connection. However, this can 

negatively affect integration with native citizens (Vela-Jiménez & Sianes, 2021). The COVID-19 

pandemic also exacerbated social inclusion. People residing in small apartments had limited outdoor 
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time compared to those with access to gardens, impacting both physical and mental health. Various 

societal changes and crises can influence social exclusion and its consequences (Vela-Jiménez & 

Sianes, 2021).  

 

Furthermore, the COVID-19 crisis highlighted the preexisting problems and consequences of social 

exclusion while simultaneously exacerbating them. The pandemic amplified disadvantages across 

society, affecting health, housing and education. Consequently, an entire younger generation, 

particularly racial and ethnic minorities and impoverished youth, was pushed into the cycle of 

exclusion (Tsolou et al., 2021). In response to the crumbling social rights of its most vulnerable 

citizens, the European Union developed funding and aid programs to support its member states. 

However, these programs do little to address failing social rights, promote social citizenship, or 

foster community connections among those in need (Greiss & Schoneville, 2023). While the 

provided aid may assist individuals in coping with the consequences of social exclusion, it fails to 

address its root causes. Another problem in combating social exclusion is that the voices of people 

who experience exclusion are barely or not heard in the debate. While many urban municipalities 

and civil society actors actively advocate for a more inclusive society, policies often overlook the 

people that are excluded in decision-making processes and campaign directions. Therefore, 

organizations focusing on individual empowerment and precise actions to foster inclusion and 

connection may elicit greater contentment from excluded people than loud and striking campaigns 

(Lambert & Swerts, 2019). Social exclusion can manifest on various levels. Research on exclusion 

in Belgium and Flanders suggest that this multidimensionality is often forgotten when creating 

measurement tools to assess its prevalence. Consequently, this results in one-size-fits-all policies 

that fail to incorporate the very individual and personal nature of social exclusion. While policies 

addressing social exclusion may benefit some, they may prove ineffective for many others, 

particularly the most extreme cases of social exclusion (Gubrium et al., 2017; Robben et al., 

2023; Van Regenmortel, 2017).  

 

Due to these shortcomings in addressing social exclusion, informal social support plays a crucial 

role in aiding individuals through social exclusion. In many cases, this informal support network 

comprises family, parents, friends and partners, but it can also extend to external and more organized 

forms. While formal support, such as welfare policies and institutions, may provide material and 
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financial assistance, informal support is essential for offering informational and emotional support. 

Access to such support can be a protection against economic hardships and social exclusion (Meo 

et al., 2021). Informal safety nets are vital for all groups vulnerable to social exclusion, as social 

exclusion and its disadvantages cannot solely be tackled through innovation, technology or policy 

interventions. Therefore, informal support systems and community building play significant roles 

in addressing issues like social exclusion (Ainscow, 2020). While there have been many attempts at 

different levels of society to tackle social exclusion, desired outcomes are not always achieved. 

Often, the root problem of social exclusion, people’s disconnection from their community and their 

inability to participate fully in society, is overlooked. This study will thus focus on community 

building at a local and personal level, involving groups and individuals experiencing social 

exclusion. Furthermore, while there is extensive research on social exclusion both within and 

outside of Belgium, there is a notable gap in understanding the importance and effectiveness of local 

NGOs working around the issue of social exclusion in Flanders. In Flanders, 11,2 % of citizens live 

in poverty or social exclusion, with the province of Antwerp having the highest percentage at 14% 

(EU-SILC Statbel, 2022). Unemployed individuals or those born outside of the European Union are 

more likely to live in poverty or social exclusion (Statistiek Vlaanderen, 2023). The following 

research question will be answered: 

 

How is social exclusion experienced by members and volunteers of a local volunteer NGO working 

around the issue of social exclusion in Kontich (a Flemish village) and in which ways can such an 

organization assist people who experience social exclusion? 

 

With the following sub questions: 

• What kinds of social exclusion are present and which consequences do they have on the daily 

life of individuals? 

• How do individuals cope with social exclusion and how do they reconnect to society? 

• How does Schakel alleviate the experience of social exclusion? 

• Which role does Kontich’s locality play in social exclusion? 

• How do volunteers cope with such sensitive topics and what are some of the difficulties they 

encounter? 
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There are various organizations in Flanders and Belgium who are concerned with social exclusion, 

one of them is Welzijnsschakels. Welzijnsschakels is a volunteer organization in Belgium that fights 

against social exclusion, poverty and discrimination, through group activities, personal and practical 

support, and connection to other social institutions. They want to create a just and sustainable society 

where everyone is of importance (Welzijnsschakels, n.d.). The organization is made up of 188 local 

volunteer groups who together reach more than 30.000 people. Volunteers and families meet each 

other in their own municipalities and neighborhoods. The organization places importance on the 

participation, involvement and agency of individuals and families that experience exclusion 

themselves, with a focus on community and social contact (Welzijnsschakels, n.d.). 

 

To answer the research question, semi-structured interviews were conducted with eight people from 

the Welzijnsschakel group in Kontich (a village in the province of Antwerp). Four volunteers and 

four people who experience social exclusion participated. Through these interviews an extensive 

picture is made of the workings of social exclusion in a Flemish village and how an informal 

volunteer organization such as Schakel aids those who experience social exclusion. The research is 

of value towards a better understanding of social exclusion and how to combat exclusion in Belgium. 

Since Flanders is densely populated and built, with many villages connected to each other, it deviates 

from a strict geographical separation between urban and rural places. Kontich is therefore an 

interesting case study since it is neither an absolute urban or rural municipality and has aspects of 

both. 

    

Before this thesis delves more into the research methodology and results, a brief overview of the 

literature and concepts is presented. 
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2. Literature study and conceptual framework 

2.1. Social exclusion 

It is often assumed that exclusion is primarily a material condition, where people live in poverty and 

are deprived of basic necessities such as housing. However, it is not merely poverty that produces 

social exclusion, various aspects and processes of deprivation must be considered. Following this 

view of exclusion, people are deemed socially excluded if they endure multiple forms of deprivation. 

This includes economic exclusion, as well as the inability to participate socially or adhere to 

mainstream social norms (Bailey et al., 2017; Vrooman & Hoff, 2013). Social exclusion can be 

embedded within society and its institutions, for instance, migrants or refugees may face language 

barriers, and public places may be inadequately adapted for people with disabilities. These barriers 

inhibit vulnerable groups from realizing their full potential both socially and economically (Raitano 

et al., 2021; Department for International Development, 2005). Moreover, social and economic 

exclusion often leads to political exclusion.  Individuals cannot engage politically through different 

barriers (e.g. language), or they may be preoccupied with survival and lack the energy to participate 

politically. Nevertheless, political engagement can serve as an important tool for soliciting change 

and fostering integration within communities (National Democratic Institute, n.d.) 

 

Social exclusion as a concept emerged in Europe during the 1970s in response to poverty and 

economic changes. While people were being deprived of material services and resources, social 

cohesion diminished and various groups across society stayed behind on social development 

(Labonté et al., 2011). To better capture the alienation or exclusion experienced by individuals also 

facing economic and financial challenges, there was a shift towards a stronger focus on social 

relations and processes. Laparra et al. state the following concerning the emergence of the concept 

of social exclusion: “Its use extends throughout Europe as an alternative to a purely economic and 

static conception of poverty studies. Since then, there has been a fairly broad consensus regarding 

the need to contemplate a multidimensional and dynamic perspective of social exclusion processes” 

(2021, p.638). When asked, people indeed mention the lack of contact with their immediate 

surroundings, other people and society in general, or the inability to conform to social rules, as 

essential aspects of social exclusion, in addition to material and economic deprivation (Vrooman & 

Hoff, 2013). Whereas most researchers accepted the development of social exclusion as a concept, 
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not everyone agreed. Saunders and Tsumori (2002) are skeptical about the transition from poverty 

towards the then new concept of social exclusion. They argue that the concept change can lead to 

victimization, as being “socially excluded” implies that something is happening to individuals, 

shifting responsibility away from them and onto others.  

 

Dealing with inequalities and exclusion earlier in life often leads to similar challenges later on. 

Disadvantages at every stage of life influence each other, resulting in many individuals experiencing 

a lifetime of social exclusion (Van Regenmortel et al., 2021). Groups that are particularly vulnerable 

to social exclusion include low-income groups, migrants or refugees (especially those from non-

Western origins), individuals with lower levels of education, and single parents. These groups often 

find themselves living in social exclusion or on the brink of it. The lack of social connections they 

experience because of their situation is often not their fault. Nevertheless, such connections are 

imperative for dealing with and overcoming social and economic exclusion (Vrooman & Hoff, 

2013).  

 

2.1.1. Neoliberalism 

Social workers have indicated that there currently is a trend of minimizing big societal and structural 

problems, concerning social exclusion, into individual responsibilities. There are numerous 

instances where people are blamed for their own condition: child poverty is the fault of the parents 

and their parenting, people with debt spend too much while they actually have to survive on 

minimum wage, migrants do not try to integrate, while there might be no available opportunities 

that help them learn the language. Furthermore, they argue that community-based care can only be 

effective when the responsibilities are shared between the community, government and citizens 

(Horsell, 2006; Vandekinderen et al., 2019). This emphasis on individual responsibilities may be a 

result of neoliberalist ideologies. 

 

In neoliberalism, there is a demand for a competitive economic market, ensuring that people can 

choose their individual economic activities. Furthermore, this is a system where individuals are 

rewarded based on their merits and achievements (Betacche et al., 2020; Hedegaard-Soerensen & 

Grumloese, 2018; Marron, 2013). According to this idea, the current social hierarchy exists due to 

innate qualities and the responsibilities individuals undertake. Exclusion is the result of one’s own 
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actions rather than being a product of systematic exclusionary processes (Muñoz Arce & Pantazis, 

2018). This mindset allows a certain inequality to exist. It frames ideas, biases and behavior towards 

people. There is a lack of understanding, ignorance and low solidarity towards the social exclusion 

of people who are disadvantaged in the system, making people more tolerant towards social 

inequality (Ashurst & Venn, 2014; Bettache et al., 2020; Charmaz, 2019). Neoliberal reforms 

diminished individuals’ ability to mitigate their own inequality, leaving them stuck in a global 

system of inequality (Heron, 2008).  

 

2.2. The experience of social exclusion 

People are vulnerable to social exclusion for various reasons. These may include personal 

characteristics such as age or ethnicity, geographical location, economic status, or societal changes. 

Nevertheless, all of these factors can significantly impact well-being, mental and physical health, 

feelings of belonging, consequently, lead to isolation or other negative emotional responses. 

 

2.2.1 Forms of social exclusion  

Migrants and ethnic differences 

Many prejudices and discriminatory practices still affect individuals from diverse backgrounds, 

excluding them from participating in everyday life. Migrants and ethnic minorities deal daily with 

microaggressions in Western countries, while still experiencing unequal treatment and exclusion. 

This leads to isolation and social withdrawal. Furthermore, discrimination limits opportunities on 

all levels: the labor market, housing market, financial support institutions, healthcare, social events, 

cultural and political life (Beech et al., 2021; Bracic, 2022; Brown et al., 2023; Elias & Paradies, 

2021; Tankosic & Dovchin, 2021). These practices impact both physical and mental well-being as 

well as the ability to establish meaningful social relationships and a sense of belonging (Brondolo 

et al., 2012; Misra et al., 2021). The fear of possibly getting excluded is permanent and 

discrimination can worsen quickly at any given time (He et al., 2020).  

 

Migrants face significant challenges in the labor market, including prejudices and language barriers. 

Even when they secure employment, it often falls within lower-paying tiers with limited job 

security, resulting in economic deprivation (Schierup & Jorgensen, 2016). In Belgium ethnic 

minorities still indicate inequalities concerning education and employment. Especially with the ban 
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on the headscarf, many women are forced to choose between entering the workforce or their religion 

and self-realization. Through islamophobia embedded in the social institutions of Belgian society, 

many muslims experience unequal treatment that limits their choices in education, employment and 

life in general (Van Raemdonck, 2023). 

 

Furthermore, migrants or refugees are more likely to decline aid, since they are scared about their 

legal status or experience restricted mobility. During the Covid-19 pandemic, accessing aid or 

important information became more difficult for migrants due to inaccessible or complex 

communication channels (Bobek & Sandström, 2024). Moreover, the legal or illegal status of 

migrants highly influences their social rights and right to work, rendering them more vulnerable to 

accidents and lacking general protection (Karazman-Morawetz & Rönneling, 2003). Besides 

migrants declining aid themselves, not all healthcare institutions and professionals are equipped to 

effectively assist immigrants or reach this group adequately. Furthermore, healthcare often involves 

extensive bureaucratic and administrative procedures that are not always available in a language 

they understand (Côté et al., 2023). Belgian healthcare is dealing with grave disparities concerning 

migrant and ethnic minorities, noticed through the low number of migrant and ethnic minorities in 

psychiatric healthcare (De Kock, 2022). 

 

Language 

When individuals do not speak the language of their host country, expanding networks and social 

contacts becomes challenging because clear communication is one of the cornerstones for successful 

relationship building (Flint et al., 2018; Piller et al., 2020). This language barrier also impedes 

participation in general or mainstream society, as communication with natives or institutions 

becomes difficult, potentially provoking social exclusion (Xu et al., 2023). Consequently, migrants 

and refugees who do not speak the host society’s language are often automatically excluded in some 

capacity (Corral-Granados et al., 2023). To learn a new language, communication with locals is 

necessary since this entails real life practice and examples. Daily informal subjection to the language 

is beneficial for migrants learning the new language. However, being completely new to everything 

and dealing with exclusion can hinder language acquisition. (Kosyakova et al., 2021; Troesch et al., 

2020). Furthermore, being less proficient in the host society’s language can induce fear of talking 

and expressing yourself. People may fear negative remarks and opinions of others, which causes 
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people to withdraw from situations where they have to speak the language (Xu et al., 2023). 

Language insecurity can lead to deteriorating well-being and a diminishing sense of belonging 

(Montemitro et al., 2021; Pot et al., 2018). 

 

Disability  

Having a physical or intellectual disability increases the risk of social exclusion in various aspects 

of life. 

 

Having a physical or intellectual disability can lead to economic hardship. In severe cases, a 

disability can severely limit employment opportunities, thereby excluding disabled individuals from 

the primary source of incomes as well as a means of social contact and network building (Sloane & 

Jones, 2011). Having a disability can exclude you not only from work opportunities, but also from 

education, health services and other activities in society (Gomez Monedero et al., 2014). 

Additionally, having issues with mobility and access to transport is one of the biggest exclusionary 

factors for people with physical and intellectual disabilities (Casas, 2008).  

 

Having an intellectual disability increases the chances of experiencing other health issues, 

potentially leading to higher or earlier mortality rates. This is often due to inaccessible health 

information and clinical research (Spaul et al., 2020). Additionally, people with intellectual 

disabilities face challenges in forming friendships and maintaining meaningful social connections, 

leaving them vulnerable to social exclusion. Therefore, social workers and volunteers providing 

support are crucial for fostering a sense of value and belonging (Robinson et al., 2018). Furthermore, 

support groups play a vital role in facilitating social relationships, promoting societal participation 

and sharing crucial health-related information. Thus, contributing to improved well-being and a 

greater sense of belonging among participants (Wilson et al., 2016). 

 

Older people 

Older people are more vulnerable to social exclusion. Due to their declining physical health, such 

as issues with mobility or other illnesses, many elderly individuals are dependent on other people 

(Maresova et al., 2019). Becoming dependent often triggers feelings of shame.  People delay seeking 

assistance from their closest network out of fear of burdening others (Bredewold et al., 2019). Aside 
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from this, they also struggle with diminishing social networks and relationships, resulting in limited 

informal support (Hansen, 2020; Holmén & Furukawa, 2002). Lack of social support networks can 

detrimentally affect the health of older individuals, leading to feelings of isolation and loneliness 

(Drennan, 2008). 

 

Besides the social network and dependency issues, availability and accessibility of services and 

infrastructure are significant exclusionary factors for older people. Especially in rural areas, access 

to healthcare services and services such as shops or post offices is often threatened by spending cuts. 

To access these services, older people have to travel further away. However, in rural places limited 

public transport is available and may be restricted in terms of frequency and accessibility towards 

individuals with declining physical health. A car is therefore critical to get around, but in this 

instance many older people are dependent on others driving them (Abbott & Sapsford, 2006; Walsh 

et al., 2020). It is essential for older people to have suitable and well working (public) transport to 

access networks, services, activities and society in general (Cass et al., 2005). Feelings of 

community and social cohesion also falter in rural spaces, resulting in less community support and 

more isolation. Such social exclusion has a significant impact on the subjective well-being of elderly 

people (Lee, 2020). 

 

Moreover, the Covid-19 pandemic has highly impacted vulnerability to social exclusion. The fast 

and profound switch towards digitization of everyday life has left many elderly people behind. 

However, one of the most exclusionary practices during those times was prioritizing younger and 

healthier patients when caregivers or resources were scarce. At the same time, these policy decisions 

sparked discourse in which elderly individuals were perceived as taking away scarce resources from 

more ‘productive’ members of society. In general, the discourse around elderly people often, 

unintentionally or not, turns to their productivity and their value to society. Endangering solidarity 

for older generations and their treatment as equal citizens with valuable lives (Brooke & Jackson, 

2020; Walsh et al., 2021).  

 

Technology 

Technology serves as an effective tool against social exclusion, as it can mitigate isolation and 

loneliness without requiring individuals to put in significant effort. Communication technology is 
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particularly beneficial for individuals who may be confined to their homes. Through phone calls, 

email and social media, people stay connected to family, friends and support networks (Lee, 2020; 

Sen et al., 2021). Communicative technology can maintain relationships but is also a helpful tool to 

access resources and information. During the Covid-19 pandemic technology was imperative to 

keep up with social contacts, society, support services and essential information (Sen et al., 2021; 

Shah et al., 2020; Xie et al., 2020). While technology offers numerous positive applications, it can 

also serve as an exclusionary factor, as not all elderly individuals can deal with such advanced 

digitalization. Technology can therefore be both inclusionary and exclusionary (Mubarak & Suomi, 

2022; Seifert et al., 2021).  

 

Transport 

As mentioned above, (public) transport is crucial to access society and its services. Not having 

access to (public) transport reinforces social exclusion because it withholds individuals from 

acquiring all the opportunities a society has to offer, leading to transport poverty (Allen & Farber, 

2021; Simcock et al., 2021). The inaccessibility of public transport can result from financial 

constraints and physical limitations experienced by individuals, as well as from underdevelopment 

and poor connectivity of public transport infrastructure itself (Luz & Portugal, 2021). Particularly, 

individuals who depend on public transport daily are vulnerable to transport poverty and thereby 

more vulnerable to social exclusion (Hantson et al., 2023). People who have adapted their lives to 

uncertain use of transportation are more likely to live in partial isolation (Ward & Walsh, 2023).  

 

Public Housing 

Housing is one of the major concerns for people facing economic exclusion. There are long waiting 

lists for public housing. The uncertainty of the living situation results in considerable stress and 

deteriorating mental health. Furthermore, the quality of public or affordable housing may fall short 

of standards, with low quality living conditions having detrimental effects on mental health, 

potentially leading to depression (Baker et al., 2020; Chung et al., 2019; Flanagan et al., 2020; Shah 

et al., 2018; Sieg & Yoon, 2020). Small spaces with no access to a quiet study space or privacy also 

create disadvantages for children (Becevic & Dahlstedt, 2021).  
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Urban vs. rural  

Social exclusion in Belgium and Flanders is still very present across various aspects of daily life. 

Depending on where you live, the manifestation of social exclusion varies. There are different risk 

factors associated with the location you reside in, such as urban versus rural areas (Tsakloglou & 

Papadopoulos, 2002; Van Regenmortel et al., 2021).  

 

Social exclusion is notably visible in urban areas. Belgian cities exhibit a significant level of spatial 

isolation, as can be seen in neighborhoods predominantly inhabited by ethnic minority groups, 

comprising primarily non-European migrants. (Andersson et al., 2018; Costa & de Valk, 2018). 

Besides this ethnic divide, there is a clear segregation on a socioeconomic level. Belgian cities show 

higher levels of poverty, low employment and low education levels concentrated in certain 

neighborhoods (Haandrikman et al., 2021; Musterd et al., 2016). A study (Schuermans et al., 2016) 

conducted in Ghent and its surrounding suburban towns concludes that the white middle-class 

avoids living in culturally diverse, impoverished neighborhoods. They prefer avoiding contact with 

ethnic minorities or poorer people and because of this choose to live in the “whiter” suburban towns 

instead of the city. However, social exclusion in urban areas can occur in less overt ways and may 

be an unintended consequence of other policies. An example of this are the LEZ zones in Belgian 

cities. Such policies, although an effort to clean the cities of excess air pollution, have adverse effects 

on the reachability and mobility of people. People who are clustered to their home in such a zone, 

lose regular social contacts, because people cannot enter the zone. Moreover, people who live on a 

low budget may not be financially strong enough to upgrade their car, excluding them from an 

important tool for mobility (De Vrij & Vanoutrive, 2022). 

 

Solutions to counter this segregation have not been very successful. In Flanders there is a history of 

encouraging homeownership, preferably single-family houses, that has ingrained itself in the 

Flemish ideas of success. To counter this and the high segregation of ethnic minorities and poor 

people in neighborhoods, urban policy makers popularized the concept of social mix. Social mix 

includes various spatial scales and various social groups with the purpose of creating mixed living 

communities and enhancing integration in society. Nevertheless, realization of the concept was not 

accomplished by policy measures (Loopmans et al., 2010).  
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In Europe, people residing in rural areas are more at risk of experiencing economic hardship and 

social exclusion. They often live in remote areas with limited access to services and face shortages 

of (public) transport. They often live in small communities that are emptying out, which further 

diminishes social support networks and restricts economic and social opportunities (Binder & 

Matern, 2019; Kalinowski & Rosa, 2021). While in most European countries people in urban areas 

have a higher income, this is not true for Belgium and some other Western/Northern European 

countries. While poverty may be less significant in Belgian rural areas, there are other forms of 

social exclusion present (Kalinowski & Rosa, 2021). In Flanders a greater proportion of older people 

live in rural areas. As people age, they often rely on informal care from children or neighbors. 

However, in rural places, relying on children for care is not evident, as many younger people move 

out of rural places. Neighbors and communities are not always strongly connected in Flanders, 

meaning many older people cannot fall back on informal care in rural areas (Volckaert et al., 2020). 

Migrants who live in Belgian rural places often miss out on ethnic support groups and 

infrastructure/services that aid with integration, which are more available in urban areas (Moris, 

2020). 

 

2.2.2 Effects of social exclusion 

Belonging  

The need to belong is a fundamental aspect of human nature (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). As 

suggested by Valcke et al. (2019), this need encompasses discomfort with social exclusion. Humans 

are social beings and yearn for inclusion and a sense of belonging. Failure to fulfill these needs can 

significantly impact their well-being and (mental) health. Additionally, since social exclusion has a 

negative impact on the feeling of belonging, people who experience social exclusion often resort to 

self-defeating behaviors (Twenge et al., 2002). Belonging is not solely measured by the number of 

personal contacts or group affiliations one possesses. It is a subjective and personal feeling. 

Therefore, individuals may still feel a sense of non-belonging despite taking part in multiple 

networks and relationships (Allen, 2021).   

 

To counter the feeling of not belonging, positive, reassuring and trustworthy interpersonal 

relationships and social networks are essential. Maintaining a sense of belonging is crucial to 

preserve good health and overall well-being (Cohen, 2004; Pardede & Kovac, 2023). Allen et al. 
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(2021) identified four core concepts essential for fostering the feeling of belonging: competencies 

for belonging, opportunities to belong, motivations to belong, and perceptions of belonging. While 

competencies and motivation relate to one’s personal abilities and desires to belong, opportunities 

are dependent on environmental factors. Certain groups, such as migrants, are easily excluded from 

these opportunities despite exhibiting the competencies and motivations for belonging. Furthermore, 

perceptions of belonging are highly influenced by one’s past experiences (Coie, 2004). Individuals 

with a history of rejection may struggle to feel a sense of belonging, even if they possess the other 

three concepts.  

 

In continuation on the issue of perceptions of belonging, individuals who already have experienced 

exclusion anticipate further rejection. This anticipation is particularly heightened among those who 

already experience lower feelings of belonging. This expected rejection significantly lowers one’s 

happiness levels, rendering them more vulnerable for mental distress (Sjastad, 2020). The fear of 

not belonging produces emotional distress, such as anxiety. Simultaneously, individuals facing a 

higher likelihood of exclusion or who are in the process of being excluded are more likely to struggle 

with feelings of anxiety and stress (Baumeister & Tice, 1990). Exclusion and the sense of not 

belonging are deeply intertwined. The feeling of not belonging induces a sense of inauthenticity, 

where people feel unable to express their true selves. Moreover, feelings of social exclusion lead to 

negative emotions like sadness and anger. Both inauthenticity and intense negative emotions have 

detrimental effects on well-being (Slepian & Jacoby-Senghor, 2020). 

 

Isolation and loneliness 

Social isolation is the absence of social connectedness and the inability to engage in mainstream 

societal activities and institutions (Barry, 1998; Smith & Lim, 2020; Zavaleta et al., 2017). 

Involuntary isolation which is caused beyond the control of those encountering it, is often a result 

of social exclusion (Barry, 1998). Conversely, people may also choose to isolate themselves as a 

coping mechanism for the negative feelings elicited by social exclusion (Williams & Nida, 2022). 

Over the past few years, isolation and feelings of loneliness have gotten significantly worse due to 

the The Covid-19 pandemic. Especially due to the strict quarantine and social distancing measures, 

which have led to diminished social interactions for many (Hwang et al., 2020).  
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Whereas social isolation is more objectively defined as the (near) absence of social relationships, 

loneliness is coined as a subjective and negative feeling based on one’s perception of the quantity 

and quality of their social connections (de Jong-Gierveld et al., 2006). While loneliness does not 

inherently imply social exclusion, it can heighten the chance of experiencing exclusion in the future. 

Loneliness occurs when individuals lack a social network and personal relationships and contact. 

This loss can evoke feelings of unworthiness for societal participation. Consequently, individuals 

who no longer participate in society can experience social exclusion (Huxhold et al., 2022). 

However, having a partner or spouse decreases the likelihood of experiencing loneliness, 

particularly in later stages of life. Even a single meaningful relationship can mitigate feelings of 

loneliness (Dahlberg et al., 2018). 

 

Some people who experience isolation or self-isolation may no longer seek social contact, avoiding 

or even completely declining occasions for social interaction or participation (Menec et al., 2020). 

Nevertheless, humans are a social species and need social connections for survival. Evidence 

suggests that both social isolation and loneliness leads to grave physical and psychological 

consequences (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2015). Physical implications of social isolation include 

decreasing immunity and sleep, inflammation, and an increased risk of cardiovascular disease. 

These physical manifestations often stem from factors such as health illiteracy, limited access to 

healthcare, and biased treatment of health professionals. Besides, social isolation and loneliness lead 

to psychological decline such as depression and even suicidal thoughts, as well as behavioural 

practices such as poor diet, substance abuse, medication misuse, and less exercise. These are all 

practices that significantly impact a person’s health (Cacioppo et al., 2011; Hodgson et al., 2020; 

Smith et al., 2020). Individuals experiencing social isolation, loneliness and who have a low 

socioeconomic status exhibit more health-risk behaviors (Algren et al., 2020). Moreover, prolonged 

social isolation heightens stress levels, provoking higher chances of cerebrovascular and 

neurological diseases (Friedler et al., 2015).  

 

Ostracism over a short time frame can evoke emotional distress. Over a longer time period exclusion 

leads to profound negative emotions such as feelings of worthlessness and depression. These 

feelings can escalate into feelings of loneliness and resignation, trapping people in isolation for 

extended periods (Williams & Nida, 2022). Isolation not only causes negative emotions and 
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deteriorating mental health but can also result from these factors. Research indicates a close link 

between depression and social isolation, creating a vicious circle that is difficult to break free from 

(Elmer et al., 2020; Reinhard et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2023).  

 

Social isolation impacts various facets of life, with the elderly being particularly vulnerable. Older 

people may face challenges leaving their homes due to physical decline or dependency on others. 

This results in fewer and less frequent social interactions and ultimately leads to social isolation. 

Therefore, many older people feel they are isolated and experience loneliness. (Huisman & van 

Tilburg, 2021; National academies of sciences, engineering and medicine, 2020).  

 

Moreover, isolation plays a significant role in the cycle of unemployment and economic hardship. 

Gallie, Paugam and Jacobs (2010) and Halleröd and Larsson (2007) argue that unemployment leads 

to poverty and economic exclusion, making it harder to secure employment. This perpetuates a cycle 

of poverty-induced isolation. This economic exclusion can lead to overall social isolation and 

exclusion by obstructing opportunities for societal participation (Jiang & Ngai, 2021). Unemployed 

individuals who are also socially isolated experience heightened financial stress, since there are less 

or no options for financial support. Distress caused by financial hardship and social isolation 

negatively impacts psychological health, which makes it harder to overcome unemployment as well 

(Gallie, 2013). 

 

Negative emotional responses 

Social exclusion and exclusionary practices evoke a range of emotions and responses, such as anger, 

guilt, shame, pride and distrust. Such intense emotions can deter people from seeking aid, feeling 

like they belong or lead to isolation.  

 

Chow, Tiedens and Govan (2007) conclude that when social exclusion evokes anger as an emotional 

response, individuals are more likely to exhibit antisocial behavior. Furthermore, when rejection 

and exclusion elicit antisocial behavior, empathy and willingness to cooperate with others reduces 

as well (Twenge et al., 2007).  
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Guilt is a common emotion among people with children, especially single parents, who may 

experience social exclusion due to financial constraints or time limitations in caring for their 

children and themselves. Being the sole responsible parent for all those tasks highly impacts their 

mental health. This leads to feelings of guilt for not being able to provide adequately for their 

children or for not being able to offer more opportunities (Kim et al., 2023).  

 

Shame, concerning poverty and social exclusion, is a universal emotion. Research conducted in 

various countries, such as low-income countries Uganda and Pakistan and high-income countries 

United Kingdom and Norway, finds that shame is almost always present when experiencing poverty 

(Walker et al., 2013). Shame is often accompanied by depression, self-isolation, self-loathing, and 

feeling different from the rest. These feelings are detrimental to one’s well-being and hinder the 

willpower to overcome social and economic exclusion (Mills & Zavaleta, 2015; Walker et al., 2013). 

 

Thomas, Wyatt and Hansford (2020) argue that feelings of shame and failure associated with 

poverty and social exclusion are imposed by and ingrained through the neoliberal notion of self-

responsibility. This idea fosters mental distress and a sense of failure, making individuals ashamed 

and reluctant to seek welfare assistance and accept what they are entitled to. Furthermore, shame 

also reduces one’s feeling of belonging, as people who are socially excluded experience shame when 

the social groups they aspire to belong to reject them (Pardede & Kovac, 2023).  

 

Some individuals who experience poverty and social exclusion may deny their circumstances as a 

coping mechanism, evoking feelings of pride for being able to handle such hardship without seeking 

additional support. By maintaining their independence, they distance themselves from the label of 

being “poor” and the associated shame. There is pride in presenting yourself as normal and 

independent (Shildrick & MacDonald, 2013). However, such pride can inhibit them from seeking 

necessary assistance, because asking for help is perceived as a blow to their self-reliance and societal 

contribution. Eventually, swallowing one’s pride is inevitable when there is no other option to 

survive, but it is often a painful process (Chase & Walker, 2012; Scheff, 2002).  

 

Individuals who experience social exclusion or socioeconomic inequalities often exhibit higher 

levels of social anxiety and decreased feelings of social trust (Hansen et al., 2021; Saasa et al., 2021). 
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High levels of distrust stems from an internalized negative worldview developed through 

experiences of social exclusion. They view others as selfish or having ill intentions. Consequently, 

such distrust can lead to diminished interest in others and their intentions and in general can induce 

less prosocial behaviors (Choy et al., 2021; Raudenbush, 2016; Stavrova & Ehlebracht, 2016). In 

most cases of social exclusion there is a point where people will seek support or aid, however, due 

to their distrust, they keep their social circles minimal (Raudenbush, 2016). 

 

Trust is crucial in establishing social relationships and support networks. People with low levels of 

trust towards others encounter more difficulties forming new social contacts and engaging in 

community activities. This leaves individuals even more vulnerable for further social exclusion 

(Hansen et al., 2021; Prattley et al., 2020).  

 

2.3. Coping with social exclusion  

There are various factors that mitigate the disastrous consequences of experiencing social exclusion, 

feelings of not belonging, isolation and physical and mental distress. The importance of qualitative 

social connections and relationships in this process is highlighted.  

 

2.3.1 Third places 

People require accessible, affordable and “easy to get there” places outside their homes and 

workplaces to foster human connections and interactions. These places, often informal and public, 

enhance community life, by providing a break from the work-home-work routine (Oldenburg & 

Brisett, 1982). According to Oldenburg (1997), these “third places” are crucial for maintaining civil 

society and promoting civic engagement. Such places facilitate community participation and 

neighborly communication. They serve as spaces for leisure, relaxation, and socialization. Examples 

include coffee shops, public parks, community centers, gyms, public libraries, and theaters. 

However, in recent years, virtual spaces have emerged as an alternative third place. Here people can 

meet and socialize online (Crick, 2011; Ferreira et al., 2021; Hickman, 2013; Jeffres et al., 2009). 

Moreover, third places can address the problem of declining social networks, by fostering public 

gatherings where new connections and social networks can form (Yuen & Johnson, 2016). 

Especially in deprived neighborhoods promoting social contacts and community building through 
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third places can be beneficial, as they also serve practical functions by offering services, goods, 

advice, and information (Hickman, 2013). In general, regular meetings in third places often lead to 

friendships and the formation of support groups, which heightens solidarity and willingness to help 

one another. Third places may vary for different residents of a neighborhood or village depending 

on how long the residents have lived there. Long-time residents may prefer familiar establishments 

like an old bar, while newcomers may gravitate to an entire other place such as a public park (Mehta 

& Bosson, 2009).  

 

Oldenburg (1997) emphasizes verbal and profound interactions as essential for social cohesion, 

however social interaction does not need to be verbal to have a positive effect. Simple acts like 

seeing or passing by others or recognizing a familiar face can already be beneficial (Hickman, 2013). 

Additionally, whereas Oldenburg focuses on the social aspects of third places, Mikunda (2004) 

argues that third places can be temporary and fulfill other emotional needs beyond social contact. 

In this type of third place, like landmarks or museums, individuals can act as spectators, providing 

an escape from stress and a chance to relax. This definition offers another view on third places and 

highlights other benefits that third places can offer.  

 

Given that third places propel community, social interaction, and tranquility, they foster feelings of 

belonging and protect against possible loneliness and stress. Accessible third places or believing 

third places are present, therefore positively impacts well-being and health. Moreover, third places 

increase the quality of life in communities or municipalities and are important to its citizens (Finlay 

et al., 2019; Jeffres et al., 2009). 

 

2.3.2 Network  

Humans have an inherent need for social contacts and relationships. Experiencing social exclusion 

can threaten this need, resulting in decreased well-being, health, feelings of belonging and self-

esteem (Wesselmann et al., 2016). Therefore, supportive social networks are important for people 

experiencing social exclusion. Self-organized organizations dedicated to addressing social 

inequality and exclusion are a great resource of support and solidarity. These organizations are 

typically community-based and help bridge the gap between communities and individuals 

undergoing such inequality or exclusion. Those who participate in these groups are likely to regain 
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a feeling of empowerment, agency, and collective strength (Villena et al., 2020). Research 

(Banulescu-Bogdan, 2020; Low & Shah, 2023) on refugee women in the UK and Europe found that 

the creation of a support group for these women, improved their agency and integration. Such a 

support group allows for the establishment of profound social relationships, where women with 

similar life stories, issues, and experiences can find support in one another. While engaging in group 

activities, the women broaden their cultural skills, such as language acquisition, and in extension 

thereof their opportunities in their new home country. Migrants often experience more severe 

consequences of persistent social exclusion when their social networks are limited to other migrants. 

However, when their networks expand to include native people, feelings of resignation and 

depression diminish (Marinucci & Riva, 2020).  

 

To give socially excluded people an equal chance of participation in society, accessible information 

is necessary. It can be assumed that people who experience isolation, poverty, language differences 

or digital exclusion do not always possess or are reached by mainstream channels of information. 

Dialogue and involvement with socially excluded individuals is necessary to foster more democratic 

and political equality (Claeys et al., 2001). Another example is the growing mental health issue in 

the migrant community. High quality health care is not equally accessible in all of Belgium. There 

is a need for a more accessible network of information that can bridge the gap between the healthcare 

system and migrants or people from diverse ethnic backgrounds with different ethnicities (Duveau 

et al., 2023). When a state is not capable of assisting socially excluded groups, nonprofits often 

serve  as an effective substitution for providing assistance or information (DeVerteuil, 2017). 

Smaller NGOs who focus on agency and network building seem critical to combat exclusion 

(DeVerteuil et al., 2021). 

 

Nonprofit and volunteer organizations take on the responsibilities that the public and care sectors 

are unable to sustain. They fill in those gaps by supporting excluded people so they can obtain 

meaningful participation in society (Warin, 2002). Given the complexity of social exclusion, no 

single agency or organization can address these issues on their own. Effective social work practices 

require integration and cooperation between different actors and organizations. It is essential to 

establish connections between these stakeholders, with communities, governments, and even 

citizens taking up their respective responsibilities. Social workers and individuals working on social 
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exclusion play a vital role in building networks and relationships between social institutions and 

those experiencing exclusion. (Raeymaeckers, 2016; Vandekinderen et al., 2019). More informal 

organizations that work without compulsory formal qualifications to join have a lower barrier of 

entry and can therefore reach a more diverse and open target group of socially excluded people 

(Banulescu-Bogdan, 2020). Community-based programs are crucial to tackle multiple levels of 

inclusion. When social workers work together with individuals, families and communities in their 

interventions, new pathways to inclusion can be achieved. More personal community-based social 

work can highlight issues and simultaneously solutions that would otherwise be overlooked 

(Cedeño, 2023). Furthermore, social workers and volunteers participate in combating social 

exclusion. They achieve this by sharing their knowledge and serving as a bridge between those at 

risk of social exclusion and social institutions and actors (Ward, 2009). Activities powered by local 

residents that are available to the entire community are enhancing the quality of life, for the local 

community in general but also for their disadvantaged and socially excluded residents (Murray & 

Crummett, 2018). Volunteering at the local level is therefore an important aspect of community 

building. 

 

2.4 Volunteering 

2.4.1 Retaining volunteers 

Volunteering is essential for sustaining the function and workings of the public sector, it is an 

indispensable aspect of public and care services. It is therefore important to retain volunteers. To 

realize this, it is important to address the psychological needs and personal goals of volunteers. The 

fulfillment of needs and attachment to the institution are grounds on which volunteers stay. 

Volunteers appreciate being involved in decision-making processes, being kept up to date, and 

participating in activities. When these aspects are fulfilled, they are more likely to remain committed 

to their organization (Huang et al., 2019).  

 

Therefore, a critical aspect of retaining volunteers is the satisfaction they get out of their 

volunteering labor. However, achieving this can be more challenging with younger volunteers. Even 

if they are satisfied, they are often occupied with expanding their skills and opportunities for paid 

labor. Involvement in volunteer organizations is nowadays used by younger people as an instrument 
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for employment and distinguishment of others (Bang, 2015; Dean, 2021). Older volunteers often 

find themselves in a stronger position, financially wise, meaning they do not look for the self-

development aspect in volunteering as much as younger people. Satisfaction and fulfillment in their 

volunteering role is imperative to keep older volunteers and also indicates a higher chance of 

retention when they retire (Bang, 2015; Erlinghagen & Hank, 2006). Furthermore, the attraction to 

volunteering can be reinforced by religion. Religious individuals may feel a sense of duty towards 

volunteering practices, as they are often part of a community that encourages such actions (Southby 

& South, 2016). 

 

People are less likely to start volunteering when they are practicing the role of caregiver. This can 

include care for parents, very young children or spouses when they are older. Such a caregiving role, 

on top of having to financially contribute to the family, can amount to stress and significantly less 

spare time. This prevents people from volunteering (Choi et al., 2007). There is an increase of 

volunteering among parents of school-aged children. Their increased involvement in school life and 

the school community often leads to volunteering activities that are closely tied to school-related 

activities. However, other forms of caregiving, such as caring for a baby or elderly parent, are more 

private affairs and less directly connected to societal engagement (Butrica et al., 2009; McNamara 

& Gonzales, 2011). Many volunteers are retired or still studying, which is a consequence of time 

restraint through employment. For working adults, there is little spare time left after work. 

Therefore, possible volunteering ends up between caring for a family and a home, hobbies, seeing 

friends, sport and taking care of yourself. Since time is highly important for profound volunteering, 

many working adults cannot take up such a role (Southby & South, 2016; Taniguchi, 2006). Young 

people indicate they also have other commitments, such as school, meaning they have little time left 

over for volunteering. Additionally, among young people there is a higher chance that volunteering 

has the negative connotation of being boring and un-cool (Smith, 1999).  

 

2.4.2 Benefits of volunteering  

While younger people indicate that volunteering can be conceived as uncool, volunteering when 

younger and also in later life has many positive outcomes. Volunteering creates bigger social 

networks and better interpersonal skills (De León et al., 2020).  
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There are many benefits linked to volunteer work. Volunteering allows individuals who experience 

social exclusion or low social interaction to expand their network and their ability to participate in 

society (Baron, 2004; Low & Shah, 2023). Engaging in voluntary work enables individuals to lead 

a more structured life. Having a structure or routine allows for participation in daily society. It 

perpetuates the idea of having a goal in your life and reduces time spent stuck at home. Besides 

these benefits, volunteering also increases self-worth and creates the feeling that one is a useful part 

of society. Feeling useful and an asset to society has considerable benefits on mental health and 

well-being (Kruithof et al., 2021). Through these positive feelings of self, people create a better 

view of their own identity and how other people might perceive them (Tierney et al., 2021).  

 

For people who no longer have access to the labor market, volunteering can be a partial replacement. 

Employment encourages independence and participation on a cultural, political and material level. 

Meaning it actively contributes towards someone's social integration. Volunteering on the other 

hand does not increase this independence but does positively impact the opportunities for 

participation and in this way contributes to social integration (Strauß, 2008). 

 

Volunteering possibilities for older people are effective precautions against loneliness. Through 

retirement and older age, many older people may lose a significant part of their network and a 

fulfilling way to fill their days. Volunteering can alleviate these events (Lee, 2021). Volunteering 

positively benefits this transition from work to retirement, it allows people to retain discipline, daily 

routine and a meaningful way to spend the days (Filges et al., 2020). There are mental and physical 

health benefits that can be gained from volunteering. For elderly people, the benefits can lead to 

better functioning and productivity of the body and mind. In general, not just for older people, social 

referrals to participate in volunteer work are advised (Nichol et al., 2023). 

 

However, research (García-Mainar et al., 2014; Lee & Brudney, 2012; Plagnol & Huppert, 2010; 

Smith, 2012; Youssim et al., 2015) also argues that social exclusion can result in exclusion from 

volunteering opportunities. This is because volunteering requires time and (financial) resources that 

excluded individuals may lack. Adding to this, volunteering practices and organizations are 

embedded in larger society, meaning they also take over exclusionary processes that are part of 

larger society. Dominant groups are consequently more represented in voluntary work (Hustinx et 



 

28 
 

al., 2022). There is a personal benefit attached to volunteer work, improving yourself through 

newfound skills, networks and fulfillment. Further societal divisions are being promoted when 

already excluded or partly excluded people miss this opportunity for such self-improvement 

(Bonnesen, 2019). 

 

To conclude this literature review, there are various groups and individuals who suffer from the 

inability to participate in society in all its facets. This non-participation, unequal treatment and the 

loss of social connection to their communities causes social exclusion. This endangers people’s need 

to belong and provokes isolation as well as other negative emotions and deteriorates their well-

being. To counter this, social connection, networks, third places and volunteer organizations are 

crucial coping mechanisms.  
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3. Methodology 

When trying to understand social change and development, it’s essential not to overlook human 

action and consciousness. Actor-oriented research or analysis regards research participants and other 

actors as active agents who deeply and personally influence their own or other's lives and 

circumstances. Rather than viewing people as passive participants subjected to structural conditions 

with similar outcomes for all those affected. Acknowledging agency and individual power can 

significantly enhance our understanding of possible different outcomes and can assist in explaining 

social exclusion from a bottom-up perspective, as opposed to the structuralist top-down perspectives 

(Long, 1990). Furthermore actor-oriented approaches in academic research emphasize human 

agency when creating "new" knowledge. Since knowledge processes are inherently social processes, 

it is imperative not to disregard everyday social processes. When examining social exclusion, 

development, conflict, and power inequalities, phenomena that are profoundly socially constructed, 

academic research can benefit from actor-oriented approaches. Since they specifically focus on 

these social relations, behaviors and processes (Leeuwis et al., 1990).  

 

There has been a shift from focusing solely on materialistic and economical poverty to the broader 

concept of social exclusion. This shift has influenced how research is conducted and social issues 

are analyzed, with a preference emerging for an individual or agency-oriented approach. How actors 

handle their circumstances and experiences of exclusion is a deeply individual process. Their 

interpretation of social exclusion and their emotional responses to it can vary across different times 

and spaces (Vobruba, 2002). Research on social exclusion often focuses on top-down policies, how 

they manifest and on what the "excluded" need to do to achieve inclusion. However, this approach 

often overlooks the extreme dynamic and changing nature of exclusion over time and space, and the 

various actors who can influence this exclusion. Thus, actor-oriented approaches offer a more 

dynamic and nuanced perspective on the complex issue of social exclusion (Davidsson & Petersson, 

2017).  

 

This thesis relies on qualitative research through semi-structured in-depth interviews. It therefore 

focuses on the lived experiences of the interviewees and is less concerned with predicting when 

social exclusion arises or why social exclusion happens (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). 
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In-depth interviews can almost be seen as a conversation about a specific research question (Ompad 

et al., 2008). The purpose of in-depth interviews is to collect data in the form of experiences, 

opinions and ideas about a certain topic, most importantly in a respondent’s own words. Qualitative 

interviews, like in-depth interviews, include open-ended questions. This encourages the interviewee 

to talk about a topic freely and in his or her own way (Ompad et al., 2008; Jennings, 2005). By 

conducting in-depth interviews with people who deal with social exclusion and thus experts on the 

topic, a strong account of the reality is given (dell'Olio et al., 2018).  There are many advantages 

concerning in-depth interviews, they allow for a deepness that other methods cannot achieve. In-

depth interviews allow a look into someone's entire thought process and the ability to ask people to 

clarify and explain their answers further. On the other hand, in-depth interviews take time, both 

during conducting the interview and analyzing it. This means you have less diverse data which you 

can make generalized statements from (Jennings, 2005).  

 

The interviews are semi-structured, this way of questioning is helpful for conducting in-depth 

interviews (Longhurst, 2009). There is a list of predetermined questions or themes, but there is an 

openness that allows for steering away from the questionnaire to follow-up questions that could 

highlight new or interesting information (Magaldi & Berler, 2020). By adhering to a semi-structured 

framework, the interview will start to look like a conversation, making the interviewees comfortable 

enough to talk about topics or opinions they feel are important. Since there is space left to explore 

different questions or themes than previously decided on, semi-structured interviews are good to 

research more complex issues, emotions or experiences like social exclusion (Longhurst, 2009). 

Similar to in-depth interviews, semi-structured interviews can result in complex analysis, as each 

interview has the potential to take a unique direction. Consequently, it is challenging to formulate 

generalized statements from the collected data. However, they are great if you aim to understand 

the individual thoughts, behaviors and experience of different people in one group (Adams, 2015).  

 

I opt for a semi-structured interview, to minimize imposing my prior knowledge and ideas about the 

topic on the interview by creating and adhering to a strict set of questions. Since I have never had 

to deal with social exclusion throughout my life or through my surroundings and I live a rather 
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privileged life, it is important to keep this in mind when conducting my interviews and analyzing 

them.  

 

A thematic analysis via NVIVO was used to analyze the in-depth interviews. Thematic analysis is 

used to identify and interpret patterns and themes in text, in this case interviews. When coding the 

interviews, different themes will arise in each interview. Afterwards recurring themes from different 

interviews can be taken together to form new insights in the ideas and experiences from the 

interviewees (Clarke & Braun, 2016). Clarke and Braun (2006) created a six-step program to 

effectively use thematic analysis. First, you must acquaint yourself with the data. Second, initial 

codes are generated through identifying interesting features and gathering data for those. Third, in 

these codes you search for overarching themes. Fourth, the themes are reviewed, and a thematic 

map is created. Fifth, defining and naming themes, going over the specifics of each theme and finally 

producing the report. In this step there is a final chance for analysis, using examples from your data 

to support your themes and their relation to the literature and the research question.  

 

The chosen methods and analysis can be linked to the Grounded Theory approach. This is an 

inductive way of research that generates different themes and information from the data to achieve 

new theory (Keddy et al., 1996). Grounded Theory does not test predetermined hypotheses but 

generates new theory and knowledge out of the gathered data, in this case interviews. Since it does 

not follow these hypotheses, it ensures an open-mindedness that leaves room for different outcomes 

of the research and thus more chances to achieve new knowledge (Strauss & Corbin, 2014; Charmaz, 

2014).  

 

Over the course of two months, I interviewed eight women between the ages of 40 and 80. Four of 

these women are volunteers and four experience social exclusion, all in the context of Schakel 

Kontich. I got into contact with the participants through Cecile, the leading volunteer at Schakel. In 

this regard she operated as a gatekeeper. In research on health, education and social sciences, 

gatekeepers often have the important role of facilitating the access of potential research 

environments and participants. While gatekeepers can be a great help accessing vulnerable and 

delicate sites or participants, they can also easily deny or limit access (Clark, 2010; McFadyen & 

Rankin, 2016). People who experience social exclusion are often hard to reach, gatekeepers are 
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therefore a significant middleman (Emmel et al., 2007). Gatekeepers who have a longstanding 

trustful relationship with people who experience social exclusion may foster trust between 

researcher and participant, accessing the target group through this kind of gatekeepers is 

recommended. Trust is easier established and potential participants are more willing to share their 

experiences and ideas (Emmel et al., 2007). When gatekeepers choose participants with their well-

being and vulnerability in mind, there is a possibility that some potential participants are not even 

considered, which can lead to a biased sample group (Dempsey et al., 2016).  

 

I knew Cecile and the organization of Schakel before, so getting into contact with the ‘gatekeeper’ 

was not difficult. The more challenging part was awaiting the answers of possible participants. For 

this research there was opted for purposeful sampling. Purposeful sampling refers to choosing 

participants for your research based on specific characteristics they possess. These criteria can be 

knowledge, experience, membership to a group, characteristics that can give a deeper understanding 

of the topic (Campbell et al., 2020; Coyne, 1997; Palinkas et al., 2013). Patton (2002) calls this 

selecting information-rich cases meant for achieving in-depth understanding and insights as results. 

In the case of this research, all the participants had to be a member of the Schakel group in Kontich. 

Furthermore, they need to experience social exclusion themselves, be a volunteer or both. Schakel 

Kontich itself is not a very big group, with few volunteers who are actively involved and twenty 

individuals/families who actively participate in activities. So, the participant pool was limited. 

However, by going through Cecile, it was easier to get into contact with the individuals who were 

willing to talk about such a sensitive subject.  

 

With Cecile as my gatekeeper, there was little involvement in choosing participants on my side. 

Nevertheless, Cecile is for many a trusted person and can therefore create more willingness when 

she approaches possible participants. Since we are dealing with vulnerable people and delicate 

problems and stories, having Cecile recommend me fostered a more equal and trustworthy 

relationship between the participant and me as researcher.  

 

There were two sets of interview themes and questions prepared. One for the volunteers and one for 

the people who experience social exclusion. The questionnaires were adapted to the role of the 
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participant, but both focused on the lived experience of social exclusion and which role Schakel 

plays in this. The questionnaires can be found back in the appendix.   

 

This research does not start from strictly defined hypotheses and testing those but tries to paint an 

honest picture of the daily lives of excluded people, their ideas and views on their own lives and 

place in our society. By focusing on their agency as people, this research hopes to amplify their 

voices and their knowledge and insights on social exclusion.  
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4. Results and discussion  

4.1 The experience of social exclusion through the eyes of Schakel members and volunteers 

4.1.1 The intersectionality of social exclusion 

The participants shared many different forms of exclusion they have experienced throughout their 

lives and how these events impact their daily lives and quality of life. Experiencing social exclusion 

can make people feel like they no longer belong to their social groups and networks. Furthermore, 

exclusion often leads people to willingly or unwillingly isolate themselves, to reduce the daily 

confrontation with exclusion. 

 

Frequently cited in the data is the exclusion of elderly people. They are more vulnerable to the 

decline of their physical (and mental) health, which makes them dependent on other people 

(Maresova et al., 2019; Walsh et al., 2020; Wenger, 2021). An example of such issues is mobility 

and the availability of transport. Older people who cannot drive anymore rely on someone else 

driving them or need to rely on public transport. However, public transport is often not adjusted to 

accommodate people with physical health issues. Elderly people easily become confined to their 

homes when they do not have the support to go out. The issue of transport is not only exclusionary 

towards the elderly; people with disabilities can also face challenges accessing public transport. 

Those living in areas with limited public transport are more likely to miss out on opportunities that 

society has to offer. The issue of (public) transport poverty and its consequences on the ability to 

participate in society and isolation is well-documented in academic research (Hantson et al., 2023; 

Luz & Portugal, 2021; Ward & Walsh, 2023). 

 

"But being old is already an exclusion in all possible and impossible areas. You have to take public 

transport, but in many cases, public transport is not accessible for people who have difficulty 

walking, who use a walker, or people with a stroller who want to get on the train, and that's not just 

for older people." (Irina, member, who is older and feels excluded because of her age) 

 

In general, older people struggle more with everyday tasks and events. One participant mentioned 

feeling discarded like trash because of her age, no longer feeling valuable to society. She mentioned 

issues such as being unable to pay with cash or having official documents available only in digital 
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formats. While these may seem like small and easy changes for a large part of society, they pose 

significant challenges for older individuals who have difficulties with the digitalization of daily life, 

leading to social exclusion. Research from Mubarak and Suomi (2022) and Seifert, Cotton and Xie 

(2021) supports this, noting that while technology has brought many positive changes, it also elicits 

social exclusion and non-participation among older people due to extensive digitalization. 

 

“A lot has become digitalized in a very short time. I remember when there was only one phone in 

the street that everyone had to use, one car in the street. For me, especially, that digitization is a 

big handicap. These are all forms of exclusion, especially for older people.” (Irina, member, on the 

digitalization of daily life) 

 

Moreover, older people who are more dependent on their social network may suddenly lose 

members of that network. Family and friends from their generation or older may pass away, leaving 

them with a smaller or nonexistent support network. This loss of relationships and social connections 

often leads to loneliness or reduced social contact, making them more vulnerable to isolation and 

social exclusion (Burholt et al., 2019; Huisman & van Tilburg, 2021; Lee, 2020). 

 

"We notice that every day with our clients, my oldest is 97, so we notice it very quickly. When the 

siblings and the entire circle of friends are gone, they say, 'I am all alone.'" (Maya, volunteer, works 

with older people) 

 

The same issues can be found in people with physical or intellectual disabilities, as society is often 

not adapted to their needs, making them dependent on their social network. This can cause problems 

when their network is small or of low quality (Robinson et al., 2018; Wilson et al., 2016). Disability 

or one’s health can also be a factor that excludes people from employment, increasing the likelihood 

of living on a smaller budget and experiencing economic exclusion (Gomez Monedero et al., 2014; 

Sloane & Jones, 2011). 

 

- "I have autism and poor motor skills." 

- "There are few options for you to work?" 
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- "It's all against the clock, that's the problem. Everything has to happen as quickly as possible." 

(Sarah, member, who cannot work because of her autism and physical disability) 

 

In the interviews, it emerged that language is a significant exclusionary factor for migrants and 

newcomers. Not knowing the language of the host society is one of the biggest barriers to 

assimilation in that society and also affects people’s employment opportunities (Corral-Granados et 

al., 2023; Xu et al., 2023). For example, a man who worked as an accountant in his home country 

can only find work in cleaning services in Belgium. This made him feel worthless and rejected. 

While it is normal to expect individuals to learn the language of the country they reside in, mastering 

a new language is not easy, especially if their contacts with the local population are limited. 

Research emphasizes the importance of local contacts in language acquisition (Kosyakova et al., 

2021; Troesch et al., 2020). Additionally, many migrants grapple with the emotional burden of 

leaving behind their home, culture and social network, which complicates their assimilation into the 

new society. Generally, newcomers, whether they speak the language or not, face fewer job 

opportunities and are more likely to experience economic exclusion as a group (Schierup & 

Jorgensen, 2016).  

 

"Now we have people from Syria who can work at 'Opnieuw & Co', they can work for so many hours 

before they get a certificate. Then there's no network left for them; they have to find work themselves 

with that certificate. Imagine starting here as a foreigner, not fully proficient in the language, trying 

to ask for work." (Cecile, lead volunteer) 

 

"Also learning a new language is difficult, you don't know anyone here. You really need someone 

to say: come on, let's go to the store together, so you can gradually settle in. They've left everything 

behind, there's no turning back. I think that's partly frightening." (Maya, volunteer, on the 

difficulties of being an immigrant) 

 

Some participants also discussed the racism and prejudices they faced. Discriminatory practices, 

systems and treatments are well-documented in academic research (Beech et al., 2021; Brown et al., 

2023; Elias & Paradies, 2021). One participant, who is half Aruban and thus has a darker skin tone, 
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mentioned that she has no contact with her family due to their racism. Since the death of her mother, 

her support network mostly consists of people in Schakel. 

 

"I don't really fit in with my family (points to her hand, she has dark skin). I wasn't welcome from 

the beginning." (Sarah, member, on her family who is racist towards her) 

 

Another participant of Polish descent mentioned experiencing continuous ostracization throughout 

her childhood and adult life. Despite having lived her entire life in Belgium, she has often felt 

inferior and like she does not belong here due to discriminatory comments.  

 

"I once went to the town hall, years ago, I needed some paperwork done so I could go to Poland. 

There I was told, 'I have nothing but trouble with all these foreign lice.' I put that person in their 

place, but those are things that hit very hard. At that moment, I'm very outspoken, but when you 

come home, you're in despair." (Irina, member, of Polish descent on racism she experienced in 

Belgium) 

 

Dealing with racism and unequal treatment has left its mark on the way they feel and behave in 

social groups. These are common feelings and reactions for individuals who face discrimination, 

and such behavior significantly impacts well-being and participation in society (Brondolo et al., 

2012; Misra et al., 2021). 

 

Most participants who experience social exclusion also face economic exclusion. An impactful 

result of this financial hardship is the necessity to rely on public housing. One participant expressed 

feeling guilty that she could not provide her children with a garden and talked about the stress she 

experienced while on the waiting list for public housing. While grateful for having a roof over her 

head, her experience with public housing negatively affected her mental health. There is ample 

evidence in academic research that dependency on public housing leads to mental health issues and 

prolonged stress (Baker et al., 2020; Chung et al., 2019; Shah et al., 2018; Sieg & Yoon, 2020). 

 

"The fact that I have nothing of my own influenced my mental state. For example, I'm currently 

renting an apartment, which is now a social housing unit. But that also made it difficult for me and 
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caused some exclusion because I had to be on those waiting lists, and that's not pleasant, of course." 

(Louise, member, on dealing with public housing) 

 

"If they could just do something about those houses, it's really distressing. When we have a bad day, 

we can come home to our cocoon. But if you come home and you end up in a house full of mold and 

dampness and cold, and you already don't feel at home in your house anymore. That's the greatest 

form of exclusion." (Anne, volunteer, on public housing) 

 

Economic exclusion also manifests in smaller inequalities. A participant explained that when she 

goes to a cafe with her friends, she can only afford one coffee instead of multiple. Sometimes, she 

skips activities that are too expensive for her budget, leading to exclusion from her friend group. 

Moreover, even when participants have the opportunity to participate in activities that are free or 

cheaper than usual, exclusion still occurs due to additional expenses such as prices for food and 

beverages.  

 

"Recently there was a brunch organized by the KWB, 20 euros, that's too expensive for me, I told 

them honestly, it's too expensive for me, I could eat for a week with that amount." (Eva, member, 

who has few financial means) 

 

"Poverty itself is not exclusion for me, it's a limitation of your life and that can lead to exclusion 

because you can't participate in things like swimming, seeking relaxation." (Cecile, lead volunteer) 

 

Individuals who face exclusion from work due to factors such as language barriers, disabilities, 

health issues, or low educational attainment often experience financial exclusion as well (Gallie et 

al., 2010). On top of that, they feel ashamed that they cannot participate in an activity most other 

people can do. Moreover, financial limitations make it challenging for them to engage with society 

at large, leaving them at the edge of society.  

 

The stories shared by the participants reveal that most people rarely experience one well defined 

form of exclusion, but an intersection of exclusionary factors. For example, one participant, unable 

to work due to health reasons, is also a single mom and struggles with depression. Another 
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participant of Polish descent has faced exclusion throughout her life due to her ethnicity, low 

education levels, economic situation, and now because of her age. The participant who experiences 

racism from her family, has autism and weak motor skills, leaving her unable to work. For some 

participants, childhood experiences of social exclusion persist into adulthood. Social exclusion in 

this group and in general is a complex problem (Van Regenmortel et al., 2021).  

 

When asked what social exclusion means to them, participants agreed that social exclusion is 

versatile and can happen in every aspect of your life simultaneously. They highlighted its profound 

impact on mental health, often resulting in intense negative emotions. 

 

"I think exclusion is a multifaceted monster, with many factors contributing to why you end up on 

the fringes of society. It's also a feeling, and you don't always easily shake it off." (Cecile, lead 

volunteer) 

 

4.1.2 City vs Village 

There are notable distinctions in the experience of social exclusion between urban and rural areas. 

Depending on the place you live, exclusion manifests in diverse forms (Tsakloglou & Papadopoulos, 

2002; Van Regenmortel et al., 2021). A participant highlighted the ease of locating individuals 

facing poverty and exclusion in the city. They tend to congregate in underprivileged neighborhoods, 

stations, or specific meeting spots. Cities also house more organizations dedicated to tackling social 

exclusion and seeking out marginalized people. It is well-documented that Belgian cities exhibit 

high levels of segregation. Non-European migrants often find themselves together in specific 

neighborhoods (Andersson et al., 2018; Costa & de Valk, 2018). Additionally, socioeconomic 

segregation is prevalent, with poverty concentrated in specific neighborhoods (Haandrikman et al., 

2021; Musterd et al., 2016). Whereas local-level exclusion and poverty are more concealed and thus 

harder to detect. In larger cities, individuals and events are more anonymous, allowing people to 

cope with their exclusion more privately. One participant noted that in Kontich, the neighborhood 

and people immediately were aware of and talking about her accident. Moreover, accessing services 

such as the OCMW, food banks or a Sociale Kruidenier (a grocery store where people with limited 

financial means can buy food at a lower price), is more public in villages. Neighbors are more likely 
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to witness people queuing or leaving such places. This can discourage individuals from seeking 

assistance.  

 

“Detecting existential insecurity, poverty at the local level is really not easy. Here locally, I find it 

very difficult; it's more hidden, I think. I find it very difficult to know which people are having 

problems.” (Michelle, volunteer, who previously worked with social exclusion in cities) 

 

“I’m a fan of the Sociale Kruidenier, but I also find that it's a form of exclusion. I think people have 

to line up, and it's also visible. Some people may be deterred by that. Because they think, "Yeah, 

people will see that I go to the Sociale Kruidenier." (Anne, volunteer) 

 

On the other hand, neighborhoods in villages are often better acquainted with one another and 

provide greater mutual support. The likelihood of encountering people you know is higher in 

villages. This can increase social contact with neighbors and fellow residents. The possibility of 

frequent interaction with familiar people enhances daily social interactions, community and 

connection. 

 

“Here, you do something, and everyone knows about it. It has its pros and cons. When everyone 

knows you, even at the bakery, that's nice. You run into someone on the street more often, and you 

can have a chat, which is nice, and I didn't have that before.” (Louise, member, on living in Kontich, 

a village, when she lived in a city before) 

 

Kontich cannot be defined as an urban place, concerning social exclusion, since exclusion is more 

hidden and not congregated in specific neighborhoods. Also, the experience of exclusion is less 

anonymous as opposed to the experience in bigger cities. However, it cannot be considered a rural 

area either. Unlike rural places, there is no loss of or dwindling community. Furthermore, services, 

care and support groups are all present and accessible, meaning opportunities for social connection 

are there. Kontich, in the case of social exclusion, falls in between the dichotomy of urban versus 

rural. 
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4.1.3 Guilt, social isolation and the need to belong 

Many individuals who experience social exclusion grapple with feelings of guilt, especially (single) 

parents raising children. They want their children to live fulfilling lives without the hardships 

associated with social and economic exclusion. However, they often find themselves unable to 

provide their children with the opportunities and resources they desire. This sense of guilt worsens 

when the children are confronted with privileges their peers enjoy, such as going on holiday, while 

they cannot. This situation can cause parents to experience profound feelings of guilt and sadness 

(Kim et al., 2023). Furthermore, parents want to protect their children from their harsh reality, but 

that is not always possible. Sooner or later children will understand their family’s circumstances and 

may experience exclusion themselves.  

 

"I notice, for example, with my children that they can't go on school trips. It has improved now, but 

you can't always do things that others do, like traveling more extensively, for example. My children 

sometimes come home with stories that their friends went skiing and they can’t. I always have to 

save for a few years, and that's how we managed to go to the seaside for a week last year. I do feel 

a bit excluded because I can't always provide everything, and I find that very difficult. "I try to spare 

them as much misery as possible, but we do support each other every day. I try to spare them from 

as much misery as possible, but we do support each other every day." (Louise, member) 

 

"When I look at young people, families, it's sort of this struggle of wanting to give their children 

more and not being able to." (Cecile, lead volunteer) 

 

The participants expressed how they feel different from others. They feel like they do not belong in 

society or are treated disparately. Many factors can contribute to this feeling of not fitting in. For 

instance, having a different nationality can set someone apart from the moment they are a child. 

Experiencing financial hardship and relying on food banks or wearing worn-out clothes are 

experiences that a big portion of society never encounters. As a result, such actions can make 

individuals stand out from the crowd.  
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"You had to say your name in class as a child, and you were already put into a box, and you carry 

that with you for the rest of your life. That you're just excluded in the sense of not belonging with 

us." (Irina, member, who is of Polish descent and has a Polish last name) 

 

"If you don't have money for a uniform sweater, you stand out, you're already excluded because 

you're different from the rest." (Anne, volunteer, who was a schoolteacher and who saw the result 

of economic hardship in her class) 

 

These are significant aspects that can impact a person’s sense of belonging. However, feelings of 

belonging or not belonging are subjective and can be triggered by various events (Allen, 2021). 

Belonging is one of human’s most essential needs according to Baumeister and Leary (1995), as 

well as Valcke et al. (2019), and has a significant influence on well-being and psychological health.  

 

"But, for me, a person needs to be needed and I need that as well" (Eva, member, on why she likes 

to help people and volunteer) 

 

Social exclusion exacerbates this feeling of not belonging. Low feelings of belonging bring forth a 

whole range of negative emotions, stress and self-doubt (Baumeister & Tice, 1990; Slepian & 

Jacoby-Senghor, 2020). Participants described their inability to keep up with society, such as being 

unable to participate in activities like work, which made them feel worthless. This caused 

participants to isolate themselves from social interactions because they felt different from the group 

and believed they no longer belonged in society.  

 

"I've had a very tough experience. In 2014, for medical reasons, I had to stop working, and since 

then, I've really had a few years of feeling lost, locking myself indoors. Staying inside, truly feeling 

excluded by society, because I didn't fit into any mold." (Louise, member, on the impact of being 

unemployed) 

 

People who are isolated or confined to their homes deteriorate mentally, which also affects their 

motivation to establish new social contacts. Prolonged periods of isolation lead to higher levels of 

stress and an increase of mental health disorders (Algren et al., 2020; Friedler et al., 2015). There is 
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fear of going outside and encountering exclusion. Being confronted with other people’s opinions is 

scary. So, individuals prefer to stay inside to avoid being reminded of their issues or exclusion. 

People opt for self-isolation to avoid stressful social interactions (Barry, 1998; Menec et al., 2020). 

One participant noted that her social life suffered due to financial constraints, highlighting how it 

can easily lead to loneliness.  

 

"When you go out for rehabilitation with a cane or crutches, you hear people talking about it. That 

pulls me back into isolation because I think I'll just stay inside, then they won't know." (Louise, 

member, on why she isolates herself) 

 

“If your wallet doesn't allow it, you won't go to concerts, the theater... You no longer have a social 

life or it becomes very minimal, that's exclusion and then you become lonely." (Irina, member, who 

experiences social exclusion) 

 

Two participants expressed how they were depressed because of their exclusionary situation, which 

led them to staying indoors. Williams and Nida (2022) argue that depression resulting from social 

exclusion leads to higher levels and longer periods of isolation, which exacerbates depression. 

Socioeconomic problems and stress significantly impact mental health. Losing a job, being on a 

waitlist for public housing, going through a divorce, or being a single parent - all of these contribute 

to negative feelings and mental health issues. Moreover, individuals facing such challenges rarely 

get a break from their problems, as they are confronted daily with their situation and exclusion.  

 

"Back to the social welfare office, back to the court. There are those who have to go from one thing 

to another. They don't have a free life and are stuck in that cycle. It leads to social exclusion in their 

everyday lives. They can't breathe freely and go where they need to be for their children." (Cecile, 

lead volunteer, on the bureaucratic and administrative struggle people who experience exclusion, 

deal with) 

 

Such severe mental health issues often lead to self-isolation and a withdrawal from participating in 

social relationships. 
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"There are also people who don't want social contact, you know. Someone who is depressed 

sometimes doesn't want to see anyone either." (Eva, member) 

 

"Yes, because I had to undergo rehabilitation for a year, I then went to the VDAB for potential in-

demand professions, but there was really nothing, because I encountered stops everywhere: you 

don't have the diploma or you don't have this or due to your medical history, you can't do that. And 

that pushed me even deeper into a negative spiral, making me think I might as well just stay indoors 

because I'm not good for anyone." (Louise, member, on the difficulties of finding a job) 

 

The role of unemployment and its implications on isolation and deteriorating mental health is cited 

in the literature as well (Gallie et al., 2010; Gallie, 2013). The negative consequences of 

unemployment make it harder to find a new job and actually return to work, leaving many 

unemployed people stuck in a vicious circle.  

 

Some participants also explained how they experience feelings of unfairness regarding the 

distribution of aid. They do not envy those who get quicker access to aid, but they feel the system 

is unfairly biased against them. As mentioned, one participant felt discarded like trash, because she 

was no longer productive as an older individual. This feeling has been documented in the literature 

as well. There is a discourse surrounding the elderly where they and the surrounding policy are 

reduced to ideas about their productivity (Brooke & Jackson, 2020; Walsh et al., 2021).  

 

"I've made peace with that now. I still go there to help out at the food bank in the mornings, but 

actually, none of it is fair. That's how it is too; they look at what a person receives, but they don't 

consider what they have to spend, on doctor's bills, on medication; none of it adds up." (Eva, 

member, who is no longer allowed to go to the Sociale Kruidenier because she has some money 

saved up, while others who apparently have more expensive material goods are allowed to go) 

 

"This might be a strange example, but I know some people who came from Ukraine. They come to 

Belgium, have three children, and are given a house with a large garden, and then you think, 'Well, 

here I am living in a small apartment.' With only two bedrooms because my sons also share a room." 

(Louise, member, who feels there is unfair treatment of social aid) 
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4.1.4 Distrust, insecurity and their impact on self-isolation  

Participants who have undergone or are still experiencing social exclusion talked about feelings of 

distrust and insecurity. These feelings are common in research on the topic of social exclusion 

(Hansen et al., 2021; Saasa et al., 2021). Such feelings cause participants to withdraw from 

participating in society or groups, making them more susceptible to social isolation. Furthermore, 

feelings of distrust and insecurity make it difficult to ask for or accept help. These feelings are often 

ingrained in participants from traumatic experiences and can often be traced back to their youth and 

upbringing. Such feelings leave a serious impact on mental health, making it harder for individuals 

to recover from further social exclusion.  

 

One of the participants, who is now retired and a grandmother, has felt like an outsider since she 

was a young child due to her Polish descent. This expressed itself in the form of racism, where 

people treated her differently because of her last name and nationality. Additionally, her nationality 

prevented her from participating in opportunities other children enjoyed, such as trips outside of 

Belgium. Furthermore, she had to drop out of school at twelve years old to take care of her younger 

siblings. This further exacerbated her sense of being different from her peers. Education plays a 

significant role in later life, causing vulnerability to social exclusion and insecurity. Individuals with 

low levels of education have a greater chance of experiencing socioeconomic inequalities later in 

life (Ogg, 2005).  

 

"I only went to school until I was twelve years old, then I had to stay home. I'm the oldest of seven, 

and all the others have studied, which is also a handicap for me. You get stuck at that point, and it's 

just a disaster in every way." (Irina, member, on how her short education limited her later in life) 

 

Another participant recounted how she grew up extremely insecure because of how her mom raised 

her, a feeling she carried for a large period of her life. Both women have doubted themselves for a 

significant part of their lives and positioned themselves at the edges of their social networks. They 

were scared to say or do the wrong thing, fearing that the group might not accept them. Always 

having to be mindful of their behavior made them less inclined to participate in social events and 

led to growing distrust towards people. This aligns with the research of Prattley et al. (2020) who 
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argue that low levels of trust translate into low levels of social participation, causing people to 

exclude themselves.  

 

"You feel less than others, that does indeed have an impact, because you always keep to yourself in 

the background, afraid that you'll say something wrong otherwise." (Irina, member, who is afraid 

of being herself and exclusion after experiencing exclusion her entire life) 

 

"Because I used to be someone who, I don't know if I should tell you all this, thought 'what will 

people think of me?' Or when there was a meeting, 'I better not say that, because it won't be good.' 

In school, when we had to choose between red and green and I liked green, but the others said red, 

then I said red too. It was that bad. They were rope skipping and I was too afraid to ask if I could 

join, so I never jumped in. I had a very strong sense of inferiority. That's how I was brought up." 

(Eva, member, on how insecurity influenced her life and exclusion) 

 

In general, many individuals who experience social exclusion feel a great distrust towards people 

because of how they have been treated by their environment. For the participants, this entails losing 

work, divorce, racist statements, and not being helped or listened to. Raudenbush (2016) and Choy, 

Eom and Li (2021) argue that people who struggle with distrust assume other people have malicious 

intentions towards them. Such ideas about other people cause them to reduce their prosocial 

behavior and decrease or entirely remove the number of social contacts. Previous misfortunes at 

both societal and personal relationships level made the participants feel like they were alone in 

dealing with their feelings and problems, and therefore, more quickly inclined to retreat into their 

own world/home.  

 

"I have to be honest, I'm not really a social person either. I make friends, and that's about it. It takes 

a long time for me to trust someone, really long. The more weaknesses you have, and the more 

people know about them, the more they'll take advantage of it, the easier it is for you to get hurt. 

Because the more people know about you, the more you get excluded." (Irina, member, on how she 

has difficulties trusting people after dealing with discrimination) 
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"I also got divorced in 2016, and since then, I've become somewhat distrustful of other people 

because they have taken advantage of me. Especially reconnecting with others and learning to trust 

people again. That was gone for me; it used to be me against the world. Now I still feel that way 

occasionally, but it's getting better." (Louise, member) 

 

This buildup of insecurity and distrust leads to severe mental health issues, such as depression. Two 

participants testified that they isolated themselves because of this depression and found it extremely 

difficult to ask for help in such a situation. In both cases, the participants have children and some 

familial support, which gave them the courage to seek the help they needed. However, these feelings 

of distrust still surface from time to time.  

 

Traumatic experiences while growing up or other events in their lives made the participants feel 

insecure and distrustful, worsening their mental health. The participants were caught in a vicious 

circle, where exclusion led to isolation and poor mental health, which in turn caused more isolation 

and more exclusion. Research (Elmer et al., 2020; Reinhard et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2023) agrees 

that depression and social isolation are closely linked and can create an interaction that is difficult 

to escape from.   

 

4.1.5 Shame, pride and the difficulty of accepting aid 

As mentioned, there are complex and difficult feelings involved when people experience social 

exclusion. Participants discussed how such feelings often prevent them from seeking the help or 

support that is available to them. Insecurity makes them feel worthless and undeserving of 

participating in society, while feelings of distrust lead them to believe that people will mistreat them. 

Both emotions cause people to reject additional support or aid. 

 

Other emotions named by the participants that are connected to social exclusion were shame and 

pride. People feel ashamed or too proud to admit they have problems. Participants mentioned how 

they are ashamed that they cannot keep up with or contribute to mainstream society, and thus feel 

invaluable. Thomas, Wyatt and Hansford (2020) argue that these strong feelings of shame are 

reinforced by the neoliberal idea of self-responsibility, meaning people who cannot contribute to 

society owe this to their own failures. Like insecurity and distrust, shame is a feeling that is deeply 
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ingrained and present from an early age. For example, children who live in public housing might be 

afraid of the opinions of their peers. 

 

"They never invite friends over either, that's also social exclusion; they feel ashamed inside." (Anne, 

volunteer, on children who live in public or cheap housing) 

 

Admitting they are not doing well socially, financially or health-wise is a shameful practice for 

many. People are scared to show society that they are struggling. Therefore, it is easier to isolate 

themselves from society and social contacts. Participants feel ashamed because they are scared of 

what other people would think or say about them, so there is a big incentive to keep their problems 

hidden. 

 

"Yes, I found that very difficult. I also felt a lot of shame about it. How would people then view me? 

I wouldn't even mention it at work, I'd try to conceal it a bit. That shame is really deeply ingrained." 

(Louise, member, on how she was ashamed because of her problems) 

 

Shame is a universal feeling (Pardede & Kovac, 2023; Walker et al., 2013) when experiencing 

socioeconomic exclusion and causes isolation.  Individuals develop a strong awareness of being 

different from the mainstream group. Participants recounted feelings of shame associated with going 

to the Sociale Kruidenier or food bank, since this separates them from the mainstream group who 

can afford normal groceries. Such actions draw attention to their circumstances and make them stand 

out from the group. Additionally, when people can see them entering such stores, it is challenging 

to keep their problems a secret. This issue is more accentuated in a village because it is more likely 

to encounter people who know you or live near you.  

 

"But I am convinced that exclusion itself carries an enormous sense of shame, and being unable to 

bridge that gap to society, to ordinary people anymore. We often see that people retreat into their 

shells due to exclusion." (Cecile, lead volunteer) 
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"So, if there's a long line, then you can see who is queuing up to go to the Sociale Kruidenier. So, 

some people might be deterred because they think, 'Yeah, people will see that I'm going to the 

Sociale Kruidenier.’” (Michelle, volunteer) 

 

The same thing happens with pride. Situations in which people show their reliance on aid will be 

actively avoided because of pride (Chase & Walker, 2012; Scheff, 2002). People are too proud to 

accept help or to relinquish control. 

 

"They need to dare to go, you know, there's hesitation. Whether it's about going to food distribution 

or the Sociale Kruidenier, there's hesitation. People are too proud and don't want to show that 

they're dependent." (Maya, volunteer, on why people do not go for aid) 

 

"Help is a big word, you still have your pride to step over that threshold. I'm not going to step over 

that threshold now to go to a theater." (Irina, member, on why she does not easily ask for aid) 

 

Pride is often employed as a coping mechanism for dealing with financial hardship. Being able to 

manage such hardship without additional help is viewed as an accomplishment to be proud of, 

representing a more positive outcome compared to being categorized among the excluded and 

struggling people (Shildrick & MacDonald, 2013). For example, elderly individuals facing physical 

health challenges may have difficulties with relying on others for tasks they used to manage 

themselves, leading to reluctance in seeking help. When people go to the OCMW for budget 

guidance, they have to give up their financial decision-making almost completely. It hurts their pride 

to relinquish that autonomy. Nevertheless, many individuals reach a point where swallowing their 

pride becomes necessary for survival (Chase & Walker, 2012). However, one participant mentioned 

that even though it was a difficult decision, she is happy with the outcome of seeking budget 

guidance. She now has more breathing room financially and is gradually taking back the financial 

decision-making.  

 

"That step was also very difficult for me because you go from trying to do everything yourself to 

having to give everything away. Now I do some things myself again, but at that time it was sink or 
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swim for me: 'Please put aside your pride and just go for it.'" (Louise, member, about going to the 

OCMW) 

 

The participants agreed that these emotions and the ability to set them aside is an individual 

responsibility. While support and encouragement can be provided, accepting assistance to change 

the situation ultimately is an individual step.   

 

"Well, what I'm going to say might not be nice. It might be the people's own fault. That's very harsh, 

isn't it? Because they don't dare to take that step, because they feel inferior, because they don't have 

anyone to pull them along." (Eva, member, on the responsibility of social exclusion) 

 

They still have some reservation or shame, that they don't have much, but also lack that courage. 

You're not obligated to say anything, everyone does what they want. But sometimes I notice that 

people drop out because of social pressure, which actually isn't there. I think that's more self-

preservation, self-protection." (Maya, volunteer, on why people stop going to Schakel) 

 

Social exclusion is a multi-dimensional problem that often appears in a vicious cycle. People feel 

like they no longer belong and experience shame, distrust and guilt. When people can no longer deal 

with these feelings and the exclusion, they get isolated and suffer from deteriorating mental and 

physical health. However, asking for help is not easy, shame, pride, fear and prolonged isolation 

hinders this. While the consequences of social exclusion are grave, there are possibilities to counter 

or mitigate these feelings and consequences. Social connection and local aid organizations such as 

Schakel are highly important for coping with social exclusion.  

 

4.2. Coping with social exclusion and the role of Schakel 

There are various ways how people in Kontich and Schakel cope with their social exclusion. 

Through network and social connections, a sense of belonging is restored. To foster these 

connections, third places are essential. Schakel serves as such a third place, moreover, they invest 

in socialization and empowerment. Whereas organizations such as the OCMW or the Sociale 

Kruidenier provide practical aid, Schakel serves as a coping mechanism against isolation and 
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profound negative emotions. Socially excluded individuals often turn to volunteering as well. These 

are opportunities to establish social networks and to retrieve the feeling of being valuable.  

 

4.2.1 Importance of network and social relationships 

Having a qualitative social network serves as a safety net against social isolation, feelings of not 

belonging and social exclusion. Participation in groups and having meaningful social relationships, 

especially with individuals facing similar issues, mitigates those issues. Positive social connections 

are essential for well-being and fulfilling the need to belong (Cohen, 2004; Pardede & Kovac, 2023; 

Wesselmann et al., 2016). A social network, or even a single social contact, can bridge individuals 

and society. Community-based organizations serve as effective tools for reintegrating socially 

excluded individuals into society (Villena et al., 2020). 

 

While family typically serves as the primary social network, many participants and other members 

of Schakel lack this first support line. Whether due to distance, a passing, or divorce, individuals 

find themselves suddenly without social or financial support. 

 

“I got to know Schakel when I found myself alone. Also, through acquaintances who already came 

here, so that helped me a bit, that togetherness. You know you're not alone, even though I didn't 

really need it financially because I was still working. But when you find yourself alone after more 

than 33 years, that can be quite overwhelming.” (Maya, volunteer, who first became a member of 

Schakel and afterwards joined the core team) 

 

Additionally, when people have few or no friends close by new relationships must be established. 

This can be a challenging task for those facing social exclusion (O’Connor & Gladstone, 2015). 

Nevertheless, social networks are highly important. Beyond offering emotional support and 

fulfilling the need for social interaction, a social network can serve various other purposes. Financial 

and administrative support, childcare, elderly care, and more is often provided within one’s network. 

Receiving support in those aspects relieves the daily stress that people may experience. 

 

“My family doesn't live here anymore; they moved to the Netherlands. I'm the only one left here, so 

it's nice to know some people in your surroundings. That way, you can go out and have a chat 
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sometimes. It has been very difficult; your network is gone, so you have to start looking for childcare 

for the children. It's not simple.” (Louise, member, on the importance of having a social network) 

 

Furthermore, social networks or contacts are a significant source of information. People who 

experience social exclusion are not always reached through mainstream channels of information. 

Hence, it is crucial that they can receive information through other channels (Claeys et al., 2001). 

Informal or non-profit organizations can fill this information gap (DeVerteuil, 2017). People often 

discover instances such as Schakel, Rap op Stap, or the Sociale Kruidenier through their network. 

Organizations like Schakel also share their knowledge about other useful organizations and 

resources.  

 

“Through Schakel, I found the Social Grocery Store here, which is a budget-friendly shop for people 

with a low income. Through people from Schakel and also through the OCMW I ended up at the 

food bank. It's nice that you can turn to those organizations because initially, I didn't know about 

them at all. Now that I know about them, I make good use of them.” (Louise, member, on how she 

discovered aid services) 

 

“It's often not just Schakel where they participate, they also go to Den Alf. That's a service center, 

meeting, and service center. We don't need to have a monopoly; I'm happy when they take that step 

towards another organization, it means they are ready to make that contact, to expand their 

network.” (Cecile, lead volunteer) 

 

Organizations that are not specialized in one particular topic or service and maintain an open, 

holistic view, tend to be more successful in addressing complex problems. They are better at 

providing detailed and extensive information and in mediating between different actors 

(Raeymaeckers, 2016). Additionally, due to Schakel’s deep integration in the community, they have 

an extensive understanding of more practical matters such as paperwork and language courses. 

While the OCMW also tries to implement this kind of informational support, they are often 

understaffed and lack the resources to provide the kind of network building Schakel does. 
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“Cecile also helps them with paperwork, for the municipality, for integration, language courses… 

They do get all that information, but what do they do with it? Here they can ask additional 

questions.” (Maya, volunteer, on how Schakel is a good source for information) 

 

The participants not only emphasized the importance of social networks and groups but also the 

significance of strong one-on-one relationships. A trusted individual is often enough to push people 

a little further out of their comfort zone and therefore avoid loneliness and isolation (Dahlberg et 

al., 2018). One participant shared how a friend encouraged her to get out of her isolation and 

participate in social gatherings like those organized by Schakel. For newcomers, having another 

person from their home country is often enough to introduce them to new people and society. 

Volunteers from Schakel assisted people by accompanying them to the OCMW when they felt afraid 

about going alone.  

 

“Rita, she was my best friend. She dragged me along. She was also at Schakel, and she also dragged 

me along, saying that I had to come with her and that I also felt safe. Sometimes she forced me to 

go along, you know.” (Eva, member, on how she got aid from services and organizations) 

 

“We used to go with people who took their first step towards the OCMW because that was also a 

barrier. I know people who have gone back and forth at least 3/4 times before they walked in.” 

(Cecile, lead volunteer, on assisting people who had difficulties going to the OCMW for the first 

time) 

 

“It's often enough if they see a compatriot or someone they know. Who else should they approach? 

You really need compatriots or neighbors, people who can give information or say, "Go there," who 

can help, and then somehow make it here through connections.” (Maya, volunteer, on how migrants 

and newcomers find new social networks and gather information) 

 

This one individual can provide the little push someone needs to initiate change. Such a person can 

also offer a listening ear. People do not always need practical assistance, sometimes they simply 

need an outlet to express their concerns. An attentive listener can make people feel seen, understood, 

and valued. Being a listening ear fosters trust and a willingness to open up. Besides emotional 
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support, physical contact can help alleviate stress. Just a simple hug can improve one’s emotional 

state and overall well-being. 

 

“In the beginning, I used to call Cecil more often saying, "I'm not going to come after all," or "I 

don't feel too good," or "I don't want to be around people." But she always understood that, and I 

thought that was pretty cool. That someone listens to me for a moment, and then Cecile herself 

would come to my home saying, "Now, I'm here alone, tell me what’s wrong." That's the nice thing 

about Schakel.” (Louise, member) 

 

“Being a listening ear, I regularly receive calls from people who are feeling down, so they can let 

it all out. They're always so happy when we've called, having a conversation with someone really 

brightens their day.” (Anne, volunteer) 

 

Individuals like to be part of a group or have a network they can rely on. The volunteers mentioned 

how some members of Schakel almost never come to activities. Nevertheless, they want to remain 

members, receive updates and stay connected. By staying a member, they retain a social network, 

or at least the idea of having a network, to fall back on. Additionally, being accepted by a group 

makes them feel as if they belong somewhere.  

  

“Those are people we only see maybe once a year. Yet, they still want to belong.” (Cecile, lead 

volunteer, on members who barely participate in Schakel activities) 

 

There are also members who are glued to their homes but like to stay in contact via email or phone 

calls, just so they can feel connected. Technology is an effective way to keep and maintain social 

connection, especially when leaving the house is difficult (Sen et al., 2021; Shah et al., 2020; Xie et 

al., 2020). 

 

“There are also people who are completely tied to their homes but still seek contact by phone or 

send an email. There are indeed people who, even if they don't visit much, like to feel that they can 

rely on someone or still have a network somewhere.” (Cecile) 
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4.2.2 Volunteering and third places  

Research suggests that volunteering opportunities are often inaccessible for socially excluded 

individuals, or that volunteering organizations may uphold the unequal systems in society (Hustinx 

et al., 2022; Lee & Brudney, 2012; Plagnol & Huppert, 2010; Smith, 2012; Youssim et al., 2015). 

However, this was reflected in the participant group. Two participants, who have experienced or are 

currently experiencing social exclusion and are members of Schakel, volunteer themselves in other 

organizations. Numerous positive outcomes are associated with volunteering (Baron, 2004; Kruithof 

et al., 2021; Lee, 2021; Low & Shah, 2023; Nichol et al., 2023). It serves as a means to expand and 

maintain networks and social contacts, encourages socialization, and provides fulfillment and 

purpose. For one participant who can no longer work, volunteering instills a sense of value and 

worthiness. This allows her to participate in society and regain productivity. Many people find 

fulfillment in helping others or just by engaging in nice little interactions. When one participant 

feels bad, she seeks out small and friendly social interactions with unfamiliar people.  

 

"I've also been doing volunteer work for about a year now. I got into this volunteer work through 

Schakel, and it gives me some satisfaction and a real sense of purpose for the week. Through 

volunteering, I do feel like I still matter and I'm good for something, because I help people.” (Louise, 

member) 

 

"When students are eating, I say, 'Enjoy your meal.' I also say good day to everyone. We've never 

spoken to each other, right? I think that's nice. When I'm feeling a bit down, I say, 'good day' and 

then I feel a bit better. Sometimes you can trick yourself." (Eva, member, on coping with bad days 

and feelings) 

 

Some participants described how they go out walking or biking to find some peace and solitude. 

Stepping outside and immersing themselves in their surroundings helps relieve stress for a while. 

When the weather is nice, they enjoy sitting in the park with a book or a picnic, which helps them 

clear their minds and let go of their worries. One participant mentioned how she always went to the 

graveyard with her mom, she still regularly goes there to find some rest. These third places (often a 

green environment) are important for relaxation and a bit of fresh air, something they might not 
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enjoy at home. Third places have a positive impact on one’s community and quality of life. They 

alleviate stress and allow for a temporary period of rest, improving one’s well-being (Finlay et al., 

2019; Hickman, 2013; Jeffres et al., 2009; Mikunda, 2004). Having access to public spaces like 

parks is therefore highly important for people who might not have a garden of their own. Which is 

often the case for people with little financial means or who are dependent on public or affordable 

housing.  

 

“When the weather is nice or dry, I just go for a little walk around the block. Then I also tell my 

children to leave me alone for half an hour, I leave my phone at home, and they know that, and then 

it's just a walk. Then it's about looking at the birds and the trees, the cars and cyclists passing by. 

But when I come back inside, those problems still overwhelm me, but then I still think, "I did have 

that half hour of peace."” (Louise, member, on coping with social exclusion) 

 

"The cemetery, for many, it is a gloomy place, but when my mother was still alive, we used to go to 

the cemetery every day. And when she passed away, I continued to do so. But now I dare to skip a 

day occasionally. When the weather is nice, I walk around the cemetery, I feel good there. And then 

in the summer, I sit on the bench with a book." (Eva, member) 

 

The literature gives a very bleak picture of social exclusion, where individuals are victims of 

negative feelings and poor well-being. While the participants acknowledged they all experience 

these negative emotions, they also acquired a positive and persistent mindset to progress in their 

lives. They are not just poor victims of their own emotions. Participants mentioned that they are 

happy if they have a roof over their head, food on the table and some close relationships. They take 

comfort in knowing they have those essentials even if their lives are rather stressful and difficult. 

This thought process enables them to relativize the social exclusion they experience. Besides this, 

children are often a motivating factor to cope with exclusion. People want and need a better life for 

their children.  

 

"They really talk about it at Schakel. They dare to say that they fall short every month, but everything 

is for their children. Certain individuals are really strong in life, with their feet on the ground, and 
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they manage, which is admirable. You can let it get you down, but you can also say: let's move 

forward with it." (Anne, volunteer, on the mental strength of members of Schakel) 

 

"In my opinion, everything that money can't buy is important. If you have that, you're a wealthy 

person, and that's love, affection, and fondness." (Irina, member, on her mindset for dealing with 

social exclusion) 

 

A positive mentality is highly necessary when coping with social exclusion. All the interviewees 

mentioned that reaching out to people who are socially excluded and giving them a safe space is 

vital to get them out of their isolation. However, it is one’s own responsibility to expand their 

network or accept additional help.  

 

"People need a lot of positive things, and we try that too, even in our booklet, putting in nice things 

that can uplift them a little. Being able to look at the world and themselves positively, there are 

people who are in the same predicament but are so positively inclined that they manage to overcome 

it more easily." (Cecile, lead volunteer) 

 

4.2.3 The role of Schakel 

There are various reasons why people participate in Schakel. One of the most significant motivations 

is the opportunity to broaden their social network, to have individuals and a community they can 

rely on for support. Many participants joined Schakel because they felt alone, often in combination 

with other challenges such as mental health issues and financial difficulties. Schakel is an accessible 

group, with low entry barriers and is focused on the humane and social aspects of support. Whereas 

organizations such as the OCMW or the Sociale Kruidenier are more formal and lend themselves 

less to social relationship/network building. Participants applauded Schakel for being a judge free 

space, where individuals can be themselves in good and bad times. Some participants mentioned 

how they kept participating because they appreciate the hard work of the volunteers.  

 

“We actually stand for, by, with people who are struggling in their lives for whatever reason. Society 

often sees us as the organization for poor people. Mainly, it's people who can't live generously, but 

we also have many people who are lonely, people who don't have a network or have a limited 
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network, and they ask, for one reason or another, "Well, I'm alone, and I would still like to be part 

of a group," yes, they are welcome.” (Cecile, lead volunteer, about Schakel) 

 

Schakel focuses on restoring the sense of being a valued and integral member of society. They assist 

people in overcoming their problems and exclusion but leave the agency of its members intact. They 

will support and provide them in the search for solutions to solve their problems, however, final 

decision-making or implementation always remains the responsibility of the person itself.  

  

We've learned that you should never give everything away for free. It's not appreciated. It's better 

to ask for a small contribution; that's more valued. It also makes them feel more human, and it's 

always about maintaining and promoting human dignity for us. We know they have a small budget, 

but the contribution we ask for is really minimal. That was also the intention of the Sociale 

Kruidenier, not a food bank, not just coming to pick up their products. They pay for what they buy; 

they're simply part of society. (Cecile, lead volunteer) 

 

“At Schakel, you tell your story, but they won't impose things on you; they'll search with you. But I 

find the solution myself; they will offer you things, but they will never tell you, "You have to go there 

or there." They give you options that you as a person can still choose. And through Schakel, that 

also gives me back the courage. I am helped, but I still have the control in my own hands. (Louise, 

member, on the agency that Schakel leaves intact)” 

 

Community-based organizations are proven to be effective in creating and retaining empowerment, 

agency and collective strength (Low & Shah, 2023; Villena et al., 2020). Furthermore, Schakel 

emphasizes the importance of socialization. They organize activities where people are required to 

work together, creating a sense of togetherness and solidarity.   

 

“On Sunday, we're having an Easter brunch, then they'll laugh again. We also do that with the 

pumpkins in the fall. There are four groups, and each one makes a part of the menu, cooking 

together, cleaning up, setting the table. Everything together, they really enjoy that. There's a sense 

of togetherness.” (Anne, volunteer) 
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- “I have autism, so I also have difficulties with social contact. 

- Is going to Schakel then a way to get in touch with people? 

- Yes.” (Sarah, member) 

 

4.2.4 How Schakel fosters social connection 

Schakel is a social event where individuals can engage in conversations over a cup of coffee. It 

serves as a space where people encounter peers who share similar backgrounds or face similar 

problems. Individuals are confronted with the fact that they are not the only ones who experience 

exclusion. This can mitigate the feeling of loneliness and provide new and strong social 

connections.  

 

“Recently we had an activity where there was a lot of talk about feelings, and there was someone 

there with borderline personality disorder who talked about it, and then someone else said, "Oh, me 

too." Then they were together, strengthened in their thing, and that's how it is with many things.” 

(Anne, volunteer, on members forming connections through Schakel activities) 

 

Sometimes members of Schakel form strong bonds with each other, becoming friends and 

continuing the relationship outside of Schakel. Schakel is an effective tool to expand social networks 

and build profound social connections. Schakel can be seen as having a third-place function, it is an 

accessible place away from home, where people can engage in social contacts and community. 

There is the opportunity to build new relationships, which positively influences one’s well-being 

(Crick, 2011; Ferreira et al., 2021; Finlay et al., 2019; Yuen & Johnson, 2016). For migrants, 

Schakel is a place where people from the same country or who speak the same language can find 

each other. Schakel actively encourages language acquisition, by speaking Dutch in their meetings. 

However, having a connection to their home country or the ability to speak their native language is 

beneficial for their well-being too. 

 

"Making new contacts. That can happen over a cup of coffee or tea, or while playing a game. There's 

always someone to talk to. You're not obligated, but if you're open to it, then there's a good chance 

you'll feel more at home there." (Maya, volunteer, on the workings of Schakel) 
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“We have a few Syrian families, so they still have each other. That's the only thing they have left in 

a foreign country, that they can speak their language with each other again. When we go on an 

outing by bus, they stick together; that's normal, isn't it?” (Anne, volunteer) 

 

Schakel is not only a support group, but they also organize other activities such as fun excursions, 

cultural activities, holiday festivities and more. For many members these activities are a short relief 

from their often difficult lives. They have a relaxing moment, where they are surrounded by other 

happy people and therefore can forget about the problems and exclusion for a while. One participant 

mentioned how she can visit art exhibitions again through Schakel, something she has always loved. 

Others who have (grand)children can take them to the seaside for a day, something they otherwise 

do not have the budget for. The ability to offer their children an excursion like that and seeing them 

having fun is highly valued by many. For parents who consistently prioritize their children or other 

family members first, there are also some relaxing activities available. For instance, they organized 

a workshop on makeup and hair, allowing people to prioritize themselves and their well-being for a 

change. 

 

"Especially the annual outing, last year we went to Boudewijn Seapark at a budget-friendly price, 

because I'm not financially well-off. I'm also a mom of two children, so I'm happy that I can offer 

them that at a reasonable price, and both myself and they had a blast there. The smile on their faces, 

that makes it all worth it." (Louise, member, on how Schakel helps her) 

 

"Every time they come, they're happy, you see smiling faces. Then they have something to think 

about at home, because most of the time they're stuck in a spiral of sadness, loneliness, and money." 

(Anne, volunteer, on the members of Schakel) 

 

4.2.5 Connection to other social organizations  

It can be challenging to seek assistance from instances like the OCMW. They are formal 

governmental organizations that typically require individuals to provide detailed explanations of 

their problems and circumstances before setting up a plan to offer support. Additionally, there is a 

heightened risk of losing control over certain aspects of one’s life, such as when placed under budget 

guidance. Whereas asking for help from non-governmental, non-profit or more informal 
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organizations such as Schakel or Den Alf (a service and community center) is without obligation. 

Organizations that have fewer or no compulsory qualifications needed to join are more accessible 

towards a diverse group of excluded people. They have a low barrier of entry and require less 

commitment from the target group (Banulescu-Bogdan, 2020).  

 

"Oh yes, some are there for budget guidance, yeah, that's not easy, they have to keep showing up, 

also justify what they've done with it. That's very tough and very difficult in the beginning." (Cecile, 

lead volunteer, talking about the OCMW) 

 

"What Schakel can do is guide people to go to the OCMW or ask for more help from social services. 

It could be that if the social service of the OCMW comes knocking on your door, that can have a 

big impact right away, it makes people scared to some extent. Schakel is another word and from 

here, I think Cecile is good at that, she can refer to various organizations." (Maya, volunteer, on 

how Schakel is a bridge towards formal aid services) 

 

At Schakel there are opportunities to share one’s experiences with social exclusion. Sharing your 

story allows you to connect with others who are facing similar challenges, fostering a sense of 

solidarity and togetherness. However, Schakel does not oblige individuals to share anything they 

are not comfortable with. For this reason, many people find it easier to approach more informal 

organizations such as Schakel and then through Schakel they can receive support and 

encouragement to go to the OCMW or the Sociale Kruidenier. For one participant, assistance 

through the OCMW with paperwork and bills alleviates some of her stress. This change made it 

possible to focus more on her children and their lives. Even if it was challenging, she is glad she 

took the step towards the OCMW. 

 

"Now I have someone from the OCMW who helps me with that, who also does budget guidance and 

paperwork. So that I can also focus more on my children and their school, so I can pass on some of 

that administrative stress." (Louise, member) 

 

Schakel at Kontich relies on few volunteers, since the lead volunteer is thinking about stepping 

down, Schakel may disappear. Therefore, they are making a conscious effort to introduce members 
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to as many other organizations as possible. De Wilg and Den Alf are both service centers where 

people can go for social activities, workshops or informative sessions. Rap op Stap is an organization 

that offers budget friendly vacations and activities. Should Schakel cease to exist, the connection 

with those other organizations is made and people are aware of their existence. 

 

“I look beyond Schakel to other organizations, for example, De Wilg, which also provides very good 

training sessions. Then we also include that in our calendar; currently, it's about seniors and safety. 

I try to open it up as much as possible so that it's not just limited to Schakel. But it's also about 

getting a sense of the other aspects of the village, of society, of communities. So that they also come 

to a different place for once and become integrated.” (Cecile, lead volunteer, on introducing 

Schakel members to other organizations) 

 

The importance of networks, social connections and third places where such social relationships can 

be fostered are crucial for people who experience social exclusion. Schakel serves as such a place, 

it is an accessible organization that is deeply ingrained in the community and has strong ties with 

the municipality and other organizations or services. Their ability to support, inform and empower 

people is thanks to the committed volunteers. However, Schakel faces its own issues concerning 

volunteers and reaching its target group. 

 

4.3. Difficulties of reaching new volunteers and people who experience social exclusion 

During the interviews with the volunteers, two main problems were observed. On the one hand there 

are difficulties with recruiting new volunteers, on the other hand there are difficulties reaching 

people that experience social exclusion.  

 

4.3.1 Composition of Schakel and time constraints of volunteering 

The core team of volunteers in Schakel Kontich is rather small, there are four to five people who 

take on the majority of responsibilities in the organization. There are other local Schakel groups 

who have bigger core teams, but the composition of the teams and the number of volunteers is 

managed by each local Schakel itself. They also try to recruit volunteers in the target group of 

Schakel, since they have experienced social exclusion and are therefore ‘experts’ on this topic.  
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“We are only four people really in the core team, right, and this year we also added someone from 

the target group. There is still someone we think would fit well. That is important, then you have a 

different perspective when we have meetings, they highlight different things. They are actually 

experts by experience, which is also necessary.” (Anne, volunteer) 

 

Schakel Kontich can rely on other volunteers as well. These are individuals who like to help out 

with an activity (eg. catering during a party) or who do not mind repairing something small in a 

home. However, the bulk of the organization, which includes time consuming activities such as 

monthly support groups and getting to know members, is the responsibility of the core group. Since 

this is a small group, each individual has to contribute a considerable amount of time to the 

organization. 

 

"There are still permanent staff members we can rely on for larger gatherings, but it has always 

been our dream that they attend a regular meeting, that they mingle with people, because that's also 

the principle of Welzijnsschakel, being among and with people. We haven't achieved that here in 

Kontich. They do great work, they volunteer when asked, but few of them come to a meeting/activity 

and just participate. Sometimes they come because they like the topic, but really, to serve Schakel, 

they need to truly engage with people." (Cecile, lead volunteer) 

 

At Schakel Kontich, the average age of the volunteers is quite high. Most volunteers are retired or 

are close to retiring. Since volunteering requires a lot of time it is easier to participate when older. 

The inability to find new and younger volunteers is not only a problem within Schakel. Other 

volunteer groups in Kontich, like Samana, also have a rather old team (Samana works with people 

who experience chronic illnesses and need additional care, this can also include older people who 

need additional care). While it is imperative for the survival of such non-profit organizations that 

new and younger people join, it is not a bad development that many older people turn to 

volunteering. According to Lee (2021) volunteering is an effective tool against loneliness in older 

individuals. Furthermore, it absorbs the loss of network and daily routine when people retire, 

creating the possibility for meaningful contribution towards society (Filges et al., 2020). 
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Various activities Schakel organizes are during the weekdays. A lot of the members that participate 

in Schakel do not work or do not have a permanent or full-time job due to their socioeconomic 

situation or because of their age. Therefore, it is possible to organize activities during the week itself, 

this breaks up the week for people who are stuck at home otherwise. This of course leads to less 

involvement of or opportunities for involvement for volunteers who still have responsibilities such 

as work.  

 

"Over the years, they asked if I wanted to be part of the core team. It was difficult with my job and 

other hobbies, but this year I said I would join. I promised that I would do my best, but I work full-

time so I can't always participate in activities, but I can help organize them." (Maya, volunteer, who 

first was a member of Schakel before becoming a volunteer) 

 

Moreover, Schakel organizes a whole range of different activities. Besides their conversation 

moments and gatherings every month, they regularly organize festivities such as an Easter brunch, 

Christmas party, BBQ, Bingo and more. Furthermore, they plan some activities outside of Kontich 

such as cultural or fun excursions like visiting a museum or going to an amusement park. They also 

make brochures to update all their members about the planned activities and further information. 

Schakel volunteers put a lot of effort and planning into their program. However, since they have a 

rather small core team, it is difficult to distribute and organize all of this work among the few 

volunteers. The participants admitted that it can be compared to almost a full-time job. Cecile, the 

lead volunteer, says she puts so much time into Schakel, trying to stay informed on every member, 

she hardly has any free time left.  

 

"I invest a lot of time in it, too much I think, to still have enough free time for relaxation or to do 

something outside the house, but well, that's just the way it is. We used to have two leaders, but we 

also had a good and larger team back then. But where do you find volunteers now, and of what 

age?" (Cecile) 

 

This implies that volunteering for Schakel, especially being part of the core team, demands a 

significant time commitment. The volunteers acknowledged that it can be challenging for 

individuals who are employed full-time or responsible for caring for a family to engage in 
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volunteering, given their limited available time. This notion follows the research of Southby and 

South (2016), who argue that full-time employment and/or having to take care of a family is a strong 

barrier to volunteering. Since those are demanding responsibilities they take precedence over 

secondary activities, such as volunteering. When spending a big portion of your free time 

volunteering, there will be little time left to invest in hobbies, friends, family, and self-care. For this 

reason, it is difficult to convince (younger) people to start volunteering or to take on a position with 

considerable responsibilities. Even for people who are retired this is a demanding position, since 

they are often young grandparents and take up a caregiving role for their grandchildren. 

 

"I have very good team members, wonderful people who are always there when you ask. Running 

the whole show, though, is another matter. I'm exempt from that because I don't have a family; other 

people are grandmothers who want to take care of their grandchildren." (Cecile, lead volunteer) 

 

"In general, many associations deal with this. Well, in most households, both partners work full-

time, and then you have those young retirees who are taking care of their grandchildren. Yeah. It's 

really not easy to find volunteers." (Michelle, volunteer, on why there are few volunteers) 

 

Choi et al. (2007), McNamara and Gonzales (2011) and Taniguchi (2006) all researched the roles 

of caregivers and came to the same conclusion: people who have to take care of spouses, elderly, 

young kids or other family, have less time to volunteer. The impact of having such a caregiving role 

on an individual’s spare time and stress levels is big. It impedes people’s ability to free up enough 

time for profound volunteering.  

 

Aside from the willingness and feasibility to give up personal time, the volunteers agreed that to 

adequately help and support people who struggle with social exclusion in any form, you need to be 

able to invest time in getting to know the people and families you are supporting and advising. Not 

just time, but enough volunteers are needed to gather the right knowledge and information on every 

member as well. 

 

“Especially families with children, single parents with children, those are the toughest cases. 

Sometimes you can give a little extra for school supplies or a coat, but we do that quietly. You need 
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a lot of staff for that because you don't always see or hear the same things, and that's a bit of a sore 

point right now, that we are few in number." (Cecile, lead volunteer) 

 

"When you deal with people who really have problems, basically with social exclusion, with poverty. 

That's actually a very continuous process, you know. So, if you really want to assist those 

individuals, then it requires a lot of investment and reaching out to different services." (Michelle, 

volunteer) 

Additionally, a good understanding of the workings of other organizations and institutions in your 

village means a better cooperation between those can be fostered. Again, this all takes a generous 

amount of time and commitment. In the interviews it appeared that Schakel Kontich created a strong 

cooperation between themselves and other actors such as the OCMW, the Sociale Kruidenier, and 

Den Alf and even the municipality. This strong connection between actors is necessary to foster 

effective social work and results, additionally, social workers or volunteers are imperative to create 

such bonds (Raeymaeckers, 2016; Vandekinderen et al., 2019). The strong collaboration with and 

integration in the community and municipality in Kontich is mainly due to Cecile’s commitment to 

spend years building trust between these organizations. She has gathered a lot of knowledge on the 

local playing field and the people she aids. Many of the other volunteers at Schakel have a 

background in education, healthcare or the social sector, this ensures that they already have some 

background knowledge. However, they mentioned that the information, knowledge and 

relationships Cecile has accumulated is something that even for them would take a long period of 

time to learn and adopt.  

 

"Cecile also knows all those families and what is going on within those families. That's not 

something you know right away, so all those years that she has been doing that. I already know a 

lot, but not as much. She also knows honesty, the character of the people, do they exaggerate or 

not? For working people, that's not always so simple." (Anne, volunteer, who is just retired) 

 

So, time is of essence. On the one hand younger people are often too occupied by their work and 

family to take on volunteering with many responsibilities. On the other hand, to actually assist 

people dealing with these kinds of problems, a lot of effort needs to be put into getting to know the 
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people, other organizations, the municipality and other actors. Even if people put a lot of effort and 

added time into volunteering, it takes time to achieve such knowledge. This is in general not a 

problem if there are enough volunteers to learn from. In the case of Kontich where there is a small 

team and the leading volunteer is thinking of taking a step back, there is a bigger chance of losing 

such information and connections. 

 

However, the volunteers of the core team mentioned that they gladly give up their spare time, 

because volunteering gives them fulfillment and energy. These are crucial feelings needed to retain 

and motivate volunteers. The research on retaining volunteers in nonprofit organizations (Bang, 

2015; Erlinghagen & Hank, 2006; Huang et al., 2019) highlights this importance of fulfillment and 

satisfaction. Individuals need to be valued by their organizations and fulfill their needs of self-

development and active involvement in the organization's activities and decision-making. If this 

feeling is not present, volunteers will struggle with keeping up their volunteering work.  

 

"All free time, even if it's just half an hour, I take my dogs for a walk when I go out to post flyers. I 

do it with pleasure. I do get satisfaction from it, but I just kind of fell into it; they simply came and 

asked me." (Maya, volunteer, on how much time volunteering requires) 

 

"I'm not someone who does nothing either; you have to enjoy it, then it gives you positive energy. If 

you're a volunteer and you do something you don't like, you should stop." (Anne, volunteer, on why 

she volunteers) 

 

4.3.2 Reachability of the target group 

The second problem Schakel runs into, as well as other volunteer groups in Kontich, is reaching 

their target group. How can the volunteers know if someone faces social exclusion, is lonely, or is 

isolated?   

 

One of the interviewees who also volunteers at Samana said that since the laws surrounding privacy 

changed, they have difficulties identifying who falls into the category of needing additional care. 

Schakel or Cecile sometimes get tips from the OCMW or the municipality about certain people or 
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families who experience social exclusion, due to their long-standing cooperation. However, many 

people need to find their own ways to nonprofit organizations.   

 

- “So, the collaboration between Schakel, the municipality, and the OCMW is going well? 

- I think so, you can provide more targeted help. That's how we also get some of our people, how 

else can you know?” (Maya, volunteer, on how Schakel reaches people) 

 

In the train of thoughts on how to reach the target group, it was brought up that one person can be 

enough to encourage others to join NPOs like Schakel. It was mentioned by the volunteers that 

newcomers who have little knowledge of the new host country or community can benefit from just 

one fellow countryman, who can show them the ropes. Many people end up in Schakel because they 

tagged along with another member. In this aspect, one individual can have an impactful influence 

in reaching the target group. 

 

"A little over a month ago, we had something to do, and then there was someone with us, a 

newcomer, and they had come together with someone from the target group." (Anne, volunteer, on 

how new members get to Schakel) 

 

"You also have people who go to Schakel, who are struggling, and who then know someone and say, 

'come along.'" (Eva, member) 

 

However, the participants agreed that for most individuals it remains partly their own responsibility 

to take the necessary steps towards support. The participants indicated that there is a lot of shame, 

pride, insecurity and/or distrust involved when dealing with social exclusion. These are feelings that 

people who experience exclusion need to be able to put aside before they can reach out towards 

support. There is a lot of courage needed to talk to and reach out to other people, even if a hand is 

already extended to them. The volunteers mentioned that they are aware they probably do not reach 

the worst cases of social exclusion and isolation. However, they can only keep reaching out to 

suspected excluded people, after that only these people themselves can accept the offered assistance. 
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"We need people to guide them, because otherwise, it's not easy to reach them. They seek contact 

with people who are friendly, who then invite them, who always make an offer. We only make an 

offer, that's also a bridging (Schakel) function, providing an offer, and then it's up to the people to 

take that step." (Cecile, lead volunteer, on how to reach out to socially excluded people) 

 

"Yes, Schakel is very useful. You have to find the people, because they don't come on their own. 

That's still a problem. People don't come voluntarily. But I still see new faces regularly. But that's 

a first step, to then dare to talk to others and arrange to do something together." (Eva, member) 

 

"There aren't many who dare to take that step towards help, and then you simply don't know them. 

If they don't want to, we can't reach them; they all have their pride." (Anne, volunteer, on socially 

excluded people) 

 

Chow, Tiedens and Govan (2007), Menec et al. (2020) and Twenge et al. (2007) give a possible 

explanation on why the success rate of reaching socially excluded people is rather low. People who 

experience social exclusion often demonstrate antisocial behavior. A range of negative emotions, 

including anger, can elicit such antisocial behavior, this antisocial feeling negatively impacts 

willingness to cooperate and socialize with other people. The same can be said for people who 

isolate themselves, for many it is a choice, because of trauma or other negative ideas, to no longer 

participate in social relationships. They actively decline socialization.  

 

It is an ongoing problem that remains solution less for the volunteers in Kontich. Moreover, Schakel 

noticed that after the Covid-19 Pandemic, less people returned to Schakel and people were more 

difficult to reach, since they experienced longer periods of isolation. Following the research of 

Hwang et al. (2020) many people got extremely disconnected because of the social distancing rules, 

creating an isolation pitfall.  

 

"Since the Corona situation, we've been able to reach far fewer people; they've had nothing for two 

years. Now, there's actually a core group that we always see again, and many people we haven't 

seen again. That's the case with many associations." (Anne, volunteer) 
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Some interesting considerations were made. For example, in a bigger city, issues such as exclusion 

and poverty are more noticeable. There are clearly defined disadvantaged neighborhoods or specific 

spots where people gather, because of this, it is easier to approach those people. In a village this 

problem is more hidden. This is in line with the research mentioned in the literature study, 

suggesting that there is a high segregation in Belgian cities, separating ethnic and socioeconomic 

communities (Andersson et al., 2018; Costa & de Valk, 2018; Haandrikman et al., 2021; Musterd 

et al., 2016).  

 

Furthermore, people who experience extreme exclusion may not be in the right headspace to react 

to a nonprofit such as Schakel. Participants said that when someone is so consumed by their 

problems or keeping a family/children afloat, it is easy to forget about activities or support groups 

they are invited to. Some of these individuals are constantly trying to solve problem after problem 

and do not have the energy for secondary activities.  

 

"Now with the Easter brunch as well, many people haven't responded, and these are the people we 

thought would come. They're often quite nonchalant. Their priorities may be different; I think they 

have so much on their minds to keep their families running and to bring home food and income, that 

they might forget about the rest." (Anne, volunteer, about socially excluded people) 

 

"People who are really struggling with a lot of problems, they sign up, but at the last moment 

something comes up with the children or something, and then they don't come, that's how it goes." 

(Michelle, volunteer, on why excluded people do not show up to activities) 

 

Schakel occupies an important role in the community of Kontich, aiding many people. Nevertheless, 

their workings and future depend on the volunteers and their ability to reach the target group. 

Volunteering at Schakel requires time and effort, which makes it difficult to attract new volunteers. 

There is thus a risk that this local Schakel group will disappear. 
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5. Conclusion 

This thesis tried to answer the question: How is social exclusion experienced by members and 

volunteers of a local volunteer NGO working around the issue of social exclusion in Kontich (a 

Flemish village) and in which ways can such an organization assist people who experience social 

exclusion? 

 

After an extensive literature study on social exclusion and its related concepts, it can be concluded 

that social exclusion is a very complex and multi-dimensional concept. It is a vicious process that 

influences every aspect of someone’s life and has detrimental consequences for their well-being and 

health. People feel like they no longer belong or are valuable, get stuck in isolation and experience 

negative feelings such as shame and distrust. They have a hard time staying connected to and 

participating in society. These findings were repeated in interviews with volunteers and members 

of Schakel, a volunteer organization in Kontich. The research participants talked about their 

encounters with ageism, racism, discrimination in general, financial hardship and loneliness. They 

suffered from limited or no social networks and relationships and felt they were thrown aside by 

society. This study raised four interesting points, answering the sub questions: 

 

First, how do individuals cope with social exclusion and how do they reconnect to society? Social 

connection and support are incredibly important for individuals experiencing social exclusion. 

Having someone to relate to or who listens to you is often enough to alleviate feelings of loneliness 

and isolation. Third places play a significant role in this aspect, since such places allow for social 

connection and community building. Furthermore, third places serve as places where individuals 

can temporarily escape their problems and find some rest. Consequently, third places can relieve 

stress and enhance well-being. Social excluded individuals turn to volunteering as well, as 

volunteering can create new social networks. Moreover, volunteering increases fulfillment and a 

sense of being valuable again. 

 

Second, how does Schakel alleviate the experience of social exclusion? Schakel serves as a third 

place. Here, individuals facing social exclusion may connect with others experiencing similar 

circumstances. Schakel focuses on this social connection to create togetherness and overall support. 
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Schakel is an accessible organization with low entry barriers, therefore they can reach many people. 

In Kontich they serve as a bridge between socially excluded individuals, community and more 

formal aid institutions. Due to their strong connection with and within the municipality, they are a 

strong support network for people who struggle with social exclusion in all its facets.  

 

Third, what are some of the difficulties volunteers encounter in their work? Schakel is based on 

volunteers. However, they have noted that it is difficult to attract new volunteers, especially younger 

ones. Adults who are fully employed and need to take care of their family do not have the time for 

profound volunteering which is needed when working around social issues. Schakel therefore has a 

small and rather old core team, this endangers the continued existence of the Schakel group in 

Kontich.  

 

Fourth, which role does Kontich’s locality play in social exclusion? Kontich is not a complete urban 

or rural village, it falls somewhere in between. Participants mentioned that social exclusion is more 

hidden in Kontich since there are no strictly defined neighborhoods or spots where excluded people 

gather, such as in urban places. Moreover, the experience of social exclusion is less anonymous than 

in urban places. Visiting places that offer aid in a village where many neighbors know each other is 

more notable. Nevertheless, it cannot be considered as a rural place either, since it does not deal 

with the issues of remote living, such as having no available transport, services and healthcare. 

 

These results cannot be generalized in any manner, not even to other villages in Flanders or Belgium. 

The sample was rather limited to begin with, since the target group was one specific Schakel group 

located in Kontich. Furthermore, participants were picked by a gatekeeper, which can be biased and 

influence the results. Entirely different stories and experiences can arise when researching other 

Schakel groups. In this way the research is rather limited. Nevertheless, the study does depict real 

lived experiences of social exclusion and can therefore be significant in understanding processes of 

exclusion and inclusion in Flanders. More case studies can be conducted in other Flemish villages 

to research the workings of exclusion in places that do not entirely belong to the urban and rural 

division. Furthermore, the influence of local and ‘informal’ volunteer organizations on the 

experience of social exclusion seemed significant in this research and is therefore an interesting 

topic to conduct more research on.  
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More personally, this thesis is a great reminder of the importance of social and human connection 

and solidarity with fellow humans, especially in such turbulent and polarizing times.  
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Appendix 

 

1. Questionnaire volunteers 

 

For whom and what is Schakel? Can you explain how it operates? 

• How and by whom does it get decided which activities will take place? Can everybody 

join? 

• Has Schakel changed throughout the years and how?  

• Is Schakel Kontich supported by other organizations and what kind of resources are 

available? 

• How does Schakel aid in combating social exclusion? 

 

How do you experience volunteerism? 

• How long have you been a volunteer at Schakel and possibly other organizations? 

• Has your role in Schakel changed throughout the years? 

• Has it become easier or more challenging to be a volunteer during your time volunteering? 

• How do you find common ground between yourself and the people that participate in 

Schakel? 

• Is that relation between volunteers and members rather formal or informal? 

• How do you find and reach new volunteers willing to commit to Schakel? 

 

What do you understand by social exclusion? 

• Which kinds of social exclusion do you see at Schakel? 

• How does social exclusion manifest itself in a village like Kontich? 

• How do you think people experiencing social exclusion can best be helped? 

• Do you feel that Schakel actually can make a difference in the lives of people who 

experience social exclusion and how? 

• Is it easier or more challenging to address social exclusion as a “smaller” organization? 

 

2. Questionnaire members 

 

What do you understand by social exclusion? 

 

How do you experience social exclusion? 

• Do you feel that you experience multiple forms of social exclusion? 

• How long have you been experiencing social exclusion and what do you think is the cause 

of the exclusion? 

• How do you feel about this exclusion? Does it influence your well-being and health and 

how? 

• What do you tell yourself or what do you do to cope with this social exclusion? 

• What is your experience with social exclusion in a village like Kontich? 

 

In which ways are you supported through this social exclusion? 

• What is your experience with aid and assist organizations? 

• How do you receive helpful information concerning your exclusion? 
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How did you end up at Schakel and why do you participate in Schakel? 

• What are the advantages and disadvantages from participating in an organization like 

Schakel? 

• What activities are you most looking forward to? 

 

Schakel focusses a lot on talking and making new social contacts, does this approach help you and 

why? 

• Have you already been able to make new social contacts at Schakel and how are they 

supporting you? 

• Do you easily establish contact and relationships with unknown people? 

• What does your network and social environment look like and how do you maintain this 

network? 

 

Are there other organizations you participate in and how do they differ from Schakel? 

• Do you participate in other activities or groups in Kontich? 

• How important is the local community for you? 

 

What are some places you visit if you want to have some time away from your home or that bring 

you rest?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


