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Abstract

A significant number of refugees and asylum seekers live in Kampala as opposed to 
the rural settlement areas. However, what is less known is the extent of destination 
substitution among these refugees and factors associated with changes in destination. 
Using a survey of 479 refugees from eight nationalities, this study examined the 
influences of social networks on destination substitution among refugees in Kampala. 
It found that more than half of the refugees substituted their initially intended 
destination with Kampala. Refugees with social network ties in Kampala are likely to 
substitute their preferred destination for Kampala compared to those who do not have 
social network ties in Kampala. The study contributes to the literature on destination 
choices and social networks by showing that the refugees have destination preferences, 
but these preferences can be constrained by prevailing circumstances. Facilitated by 
social networks with alternative destinations, refugees may substitute their preferred 
destinations with a proxy destination in cities in neighboring countries. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Over 6% of the refugees and asylum seekers in Uganda live in Kampala and its 
metropolitan areas (UNHCR, 2020). The majority of the refugees are from the Horn 
of Africa, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). Kampala also hosts 
a significant number of refugees from Burundi, South Sudan, Rwanda, and Sudan. 
Moreover, Ugandan laws allow free movement of refugees, implying that refugees 
can relocate from settlement areas, cities, and rural areas in Uganda to Kampala. 
However, free movement is possible where one has evidence of self-sufficiency and 
the prevailing political regime remains favorable to refugees (Republic of Uganda, 
2006; Iazzolino and Mohamed, 2019). Refugees also cross to Kampala from their first 
countries of asylum in the neighboring countries. Refugees and asylum seekers are 
among the main contributors to the urbanization of Kampala (UBOS, 2019). Some 
of these refugees have lived in a protracted refugee situation in Kampala for over five 
years (Gusman, 2018). However, many urban refugees face difficulties in securing 
stable livelihoods, accessing social services, and building trust across communities 
(Den Boer, 2015; Lyytinen, 2015; AGORA, 2018; Kasozi et al., 2018). The restrictions 
on movements during the COVID-19 pandemic also aggravated loss of livelihoods 
among refugees who depend on informal livelihoods (Bukuluki et al., 2020). It is 
important to investigate destination substitution because this phenomenon will likely 
add to these already existing challenges affecting refugee response (Buscher, 2012; 
Monteith and Lwasa, 2017; Ahimbisibwe, 2019). However, the extent of destination 
substitution and how social networks of the refugees associated with changes in 
destination plans are less established in Kampala. 

To some extent, refugees make preferences about certain destinations 
according to regulations regarding refugee admissions and socio-economic 
conditions of destination countries (McAuliffe and Jayasuriya, 2016). However, 
studies on urban refugees in Africa have shown that refugees’ motivations change 
as they live their experiences of displacement where refugees imagine settling 
elsewhere other than the current city (Landau, 2006; 2021). Whereas socio-political 
factors may compel migrants and refugees to move to some cities in Africa, their 
mooring in such cities may owe to their inability to move onwards due to changes 
in management of migration flows (Fusari, 2018). Some cities may also be chosen 
as intermediate destinations when the ultimate destination is perceived to be more 
accessible through such intermediate cities (Shaffer et al., 2018). External and 
internal restrictions regarding refugee movements may result in refugees getting 
stuck or stranded in certain places (Snel et al., 2021). Currently, only 1% of the 
refugees can get resettlement to third countries through official channels (Hansen, 
2018: 137). Because of the limited third-country resettlement opportunities, refugees 
who initially intended to relocate to more developed countries may end up getting 
stuck in intermediate cities (Jacobsen et al., 2014).

The classical approach to migration tends to dichotomize population 
movement in terms of origin and destination with a neglect of in-between destinations 
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(Crawley and Hagen-Zanker, 2019; Crawley and Jones, 2021; Snel et al., 2021). In 
destination choices, scholars investigating refugees at the destination look at why 
refugees choose particular destinations (McAuliffe and Jayasuriya, 2016; Suzuki, 
2020). On the other hand, scholars investigating prospective migrants from their 
origin inquire about the intentions to migrate to certain destinations (Bohra-Mishra 
and Massey, 2011; Sandu, 2017; Ikanda, 2018). Others who use macro-level spatial 
flows of refugees focus on ties and patterns of flows between two points of origin and 
destination (Suleimenova et al., 2017; Rüegger and Bohnet, 2018). These approaches 
may overlook the impacts of migration on intermediate destinations, particularly 
when migrants get stuck in certain places. This aspect is important for Kampala and 
other cities in the Global South where refugees conglomerate when attempting to 
make onward migrations. Refugees who, unintentionally, end up living in such cities 
might find further difficulties in integration since these cities are not chosen out of 
desire but because of prevailing circumstances.

For refugees, their decision to leave their home country is circumscribed 
by the persecution or armed conflict. However, where the conflict takes a gradual 
deterioration of conditions or flight occurs in stages, the refugee might have some 
limited aspirations about better destinations (Kunz, 1973). The ability to reach such 
destinations may depend on a range of factors, including the availability of financial 
resources, individuals’ knowledge and skills, and availability of social capital (De 
Haas, 2021). Without disregarding other factors such as human and financial 
capital, the focus of this study is on social networks, which also constitute a source 
of social capital. Available family members, friends, or relatives at the destination are 
important because they can support the movement to the destination not only by 
providing emotional support but also providing information and financial resources 
to migrate. Migration studies have underlined the importance of social networks in 
channeling migrants to specific locations and thereby perpetuating migratory flows 
(Massey et al., 1993; Munshi, 2003; Haug, 2008; Zell and Skop, 2010). Increasingly, 
the need to extend factors such as social networks in the investigation of forced 
migration has also been recognized (FitzGerald and Arar, 2018: 810). Some studies 
have, for instance, shown that social networks can facilitate internal migration of 
resettled refugees from one city to another (Mossaad et al., 2020). The presence of 
kinship and friendship ties in cities also encourages and supports the relocation of 
refugees from camps to urban areas (Rhoden, 2019). Once in the urban areas, these 
social networks provide support for newly arrived refugees, particularly given the 
dearth of humanitarian assistance (WRC, 2011). Most of this social capital is linked 
to the ready availability of co-ethnic or co-nationals in the urban areas (Lyytinen 
and Kullenberg, 2013). Social ties elsewhere can also be instrumental in identifying 
alternative routes and transit destinations as the refugees’ journey to their desired 
destinations (Shaffer et al., 2018). In the context of Uganda, it is therefore possible 
that social networks play a role in rerouting refugees to Kampala when access to 
destinations with the best options are constrained by immigration policies and 
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fluctuating security conditions in refugee settlements. This study investigates the 
effects of social networks in destination substitution among refugees in Kampala. 

The definition of a refugee in this study is based on the African Union’s 
(former Organisation of African Unity (OAU)) Convention on Specific Aspects 
of Refugees in Africa, which includes victims of identity-based persecution and 
generalized violence (AU, 1969). “Urban refugee” here refers to a refugee whose 
habitual area of residence is a government-designated urban area, as opposed to a 
camp or settlement (Jacobsen, 2006: 274). De Haas et al.’s (2019: 907) concept of 
“spatial substitution effect” was used to frame the study. Spatial substitution occurs 
when migrants are redirected to some destinations with fewer restrictions about 
migrants of certain characteristics (Czaika and De Haas, 2017). The concept is used 
not so much in examining the relationships between regional and global restrictions 
and diversion of refugees, but the extent to which the current place of residence is not 
the initially targeted destination. Destination substitution is used here in two ways: 
the first is when refugees prefer to come to Kampala because they could not go to 
their primary desired destination. The second is when the refugees choose to come 
through Kampala instead of moving directly to their desired destination as a step to 
their primary destination. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Migration, refugees, and social networks at global level

According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR, 2019), 
by the end of 2018, about 61% of the total refugee population lived in urban areas. 
Most of these urban refugees reside in the Global South on a protracted basis (Netto et 
al., 2022). Prolonged conflicts lead to refugees not returning to their home countries, 
resulting in onward migration to urban areas (IOM, 2019). Refugees sometimes prefer 
to settle in urban areas because of unstable security in camp areas (UNHCR, 2018). 
Cities are also the locus for reunification of families and friends, and for accessing 
remittances from abroad (Verghis and Balasundrum, 2019). Refugees are thus part of 
a broader processes of urbanization (Hoffstaedter, 2015). Refugees sometimes make 
preferences about a destination prior to moving to a destination (McAuliffe and 
Jayasuriya, 2016). In addition to financial resources and perceptions about places, 
one crucial factor that facilitates decisions about subsequent destinations are social 
networks (Mallett and Hagen-Zanker, 2018).

This study draws on the field of social networks and migration studies to 
explore how refugees moved to Kampala (Massey et al., 1993). Social networks refer to 
interpersonal ties of kinship, friendship, community, or organizational memberships 
that link migrants between their places of origin and destination (Boyd, 1989; 
Massey et al., 1993). Actors in the social networks, especially at the destination, act 
as sources of information and social support impacting on migration to a destination 
(Massey et al., 1993; Munshi, 2003). Information, knowledge, and social support 

Destination Substitution and Social Networks among Urban Refugees in Uganda



102

AHMR African Human Mobility Review - Volume 8 No 2, MAY-AUG 2022

provided by the actors in the social networks reduce the costs and risks of migration 
and settlement (Boyd, 1989; Awumbila et al., 2017). Additionally, migrants in the 
destination areas link non-migrants from places of origin through the “weak ties” to 
non-migrants and organizations (Granovetter, 1973). These latter actors in the social 
networks assist in matters pertaining to documentation and advocate for migrants in 
the destination areas (Keely, 2000; FitzGerald and Arar, 2018). 

The role of social networks in explaining the patterns of refugee movement has 
been recognized in migration studies (FitzGerald and Arar, 2018). Najem and Faour 
(2018) show that refugees tend to disperse to various destinations along patterns of 
existing ethnic networks. Social networks ties of family, kinship, ethnic members, 
and friends link migrants to home, transit, and destination (İçduygu and Karadağ, 
2018). In addition to financial availability and perceptions about destinations, actors 
in the social network ties may influence when, where, and how to move (Mallett 
and Hager-Zanker, 2018; Najem and Faour, 2018). Refugees who migrated to cities 
and other destinations serve as nodes of social capital and information sources that 
perpetuate refugee movements to cities (Palmgren, 2014). The likelihood of a refugee 
living in a camp or city may also be influenced by the presence of family members or 
relatives in the camp or city (Rhoden, 2018). Social network ties in places of origin, 
transit and destination are important sources of social support and information 
about the prevailing policy context in the destination (Brekke and Brochmann, 
2015; Fiedler, 2019). Further, weak ties in the social networks can be consolidated 
through social media that further support information transmission (Dekker and 
Engbersen, 2014). Information obtained from people met at different locations may 
aid the individual in discovering potential destinations (Bakewell and Jolivet, 2015). 
Information received from social networks can influence the decisions of refugees 
because of the trust established within the networks (Carlson et al., 2018; Dekker et 
al., 2018). 

Migration, refugees, and social networks in Africa

In most African countries, the camps or settlements have been used to settle refugees 
to contain refugees in rural settings (Marfleet, 2007). Despite the camp system of 
refugee management, a significant number of refugees resided in urban areas long 
before the UNHCR’s policy on refugee protection in urban areas (Jacobsen, 2006). 
Both micro and macro level factors pertaining to migrants in general and specifically 
to refugees contribute to flows to cities (Hopkins, 2015). Refugees’ movement to 
cities has been associated with a search for better health care and other social services 
that are lacking in camps, employment opportunities, humanitarian assistance, and 
resettlement opportunities (Jacobsen, 2006; Muggah and Abdenur, 2018). More 
often, movements to urban areas are linked to the harsh socio-economic conditions 
and unstable security in the settlement and camp areas (Willems, 2005; Hopkins, 
2015). 

One critical factor that sustains refugees in urban areas are their social 
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networks (Lyytinen and Kullenberg, 2013). The importance of social networks for 
refugees grew concomitantly with the urban socio-economic problems that refugees 
experience and the limited humanitarian support in urban areas (Jacobsen, 2006). 
Several studies show that refugees in urban areas of Africa rely on their social 
networks for their livelihoods (see, for example, Landau and Duponchel, 2011; Betts 
et al., 2018). In Cape Town, relatives and non-relatives were identified as major 
sources of financial support for business start-ups (Crush and McCordic, 2017). 
Similarly, in Nairobi fellow refugees are the main sources of social support and 
finance (Betts et al., 2018). Further, refugee flows in Africa are patterned on existing 
social networks of co-ethnics (Rüegger and Bohnet, 2018). Among the Somali 
refugees in South Africa, the narratives shared through migrant networks shaped the 
refugee’s migration decision to South Africa (Shaffer et al., 2018). Similarly, through 
interactions with kinship networks in the diaspora, Somali refugees in Danghaly 
camp in Kenya idealize Minnesota (home of Somali-born American politician Ilhan 
Omar) and the desire to migrate there (Ikanda, 2018). 

Migration, refugees, and social networks in Uganda

The settlement system, where refugees are allocated land to regain their livelihoods, 
is the de facto model Uganda employs for refugee management (Schiltz et al., 
2019). Indeed, a limited period of residence in cities, specifically Kampala, is 
accepted, conditional on proof of self-sufficiency, as determined by Uganda’s 
Refugee Act (Republic of Uganda, 2006). In addition, refugees in UNHCR caseloads 
for resettlement or special protection needs are permitted to reside in Kampala 
(Mulumba, 2010). Yet, for a variety of reasons, including those less related to self-
sufficiency and special protection needs, refugees choose to settle in Kampala. Some 
studies have pointed to the lack of information on registration at borders, the need 
to search for gainful employment, and access to basic services that have contributed 
to refugee flows to urban areas (Bernstein and Okello, 2007). The lack of security in 
the settlement areas also account for the migration to Kampala (Mulumba, 2010). 
The settlement areas also have limited market opportunities, thus contributing 
to movement to urban areas where market opportunities are available. Over the 
years, there has been a sustained decline in land size in settlement areas, leading 
to migration to urban areas (Crawford and O’Callaghan, 2019). Although some of 
the refugees move to Kampala without specific intentions, a few others, especially 
those who have families, had specific plans to move to Kampala (Lyytinen, 2015). 
There are also cases of mixed motives where some individuals from conflict-affected 
countries move to Kampala to pursue career opportunities and to attain refugee 
status (Iazzolino and Mohamed, 2019). Despite the attraction to Kampala, a good 
number of refugees envision onward migration as the only permanent solution to 
their future (Den Boer, 2015). Hence, a few others move from elsewhere to Kampala 
with the aim of relocating, usually to developed countries (Iazzolino and Mohamed, 
2019). 
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With the limited humanitarian and state assistance in urban areas, many of these 
refugees turn to their social networks to sustain themselves (WRC, 2011). Existing 
studies on urban refugees demonstrate how refugees use their social networks to 
access livelihood opportunities in urban areas – a pattern that is similar elsewhere in 
Africa (Clark, 2006; Mulumba, 2010; WRC, 2011). Mulumba (2010) found that the 
Eritreans, Ethiopians, and Somalis use their national-based networks as channels for 
receiving remittances from family members resettled in other countries. In a similar 
way, members of the Somali community – especially men – rely on ethnic networks 
to access employment opportunities and sell their goods to fellow Somalis (WRC, 
2011; Buscher, 2012). Further, a few refugees also use their cross-border networks to 
run their businesses in selling animal products or to access cross-border employment 
opportunities (WRC, 2011). Although these studies reveal the importance of social 
networks, the focus on livelihood strategies falls short in explaining the role of social 
networks in influencing the decisions to move in Kampala.

A few studies in Uganda also explored the role of social networks in 
destination choices. Rwandan refugees in Uganda, for instance, were not willing to 
return due to the need to maintain the social ties established during exile (Karooma, 
2014). Furthermore, one study among the Somali refugee community shows that 
the established ethnic ties in Uganda sustained onward movements to Kampala 
(Iazzolino and Mohamed, 2019). This study also shows that the Somalis use their 
social networks to connect through Kampala to other countries (Iazzolino and 
Mohamed, 2019). 

The reviewed literature confirms that the refugees move to Kampala for various 
motives, including movement to a city with an intention of onward movement, 
and that social networks play a crucial role for movement and settlement in the 
city. However, none of these studies adequately discuss the relationships between 
social networks and destination changes. This study fills this gap by showing how 
having social ties at a destination may enable refugees to move to some alternative 
destinations. This study differs from a similar study by employing a cross-sectional 
survey of broader refugee communities (Iazzolino and Mohamed, 2019). Within 
regional and global discussions, the study contributes to the case of Uganda where 
refugees do not only have trajectories of movement to more developed countries but 
also to the settlement areas within Uganda.

METHODS OF THE STUDY

Study population and sampling strategy

The study is a cross-sectional survey conducted in Kampala, Uganda, between 
November 2020 and March 2021. The sample was drawn from the urban refugees 
who were 18 years and older. Respondents were drawn from the Somali, Congolese 
(DRC), Eritrean, Burundian, Ethiopian, South Sudanese, and Sudanese refugee 
communities. A nationality was included in the study if it had at least 1,000 refugees 
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in Kampala as per 2020 refugee statistics. A sample of 500 participants was targeted 
using Cochrane’s method of sample size determination. The study successfully 
interviewed a total of 479 refugees and asylum seekers. 

The researchers employed non-probability sampling strategies due to the 
hidden or transient nature of the urban refugees (Singh and Clark, 2013; Bozdag 
and Twose, 2019). The researchers first inquired from refugee community leaders, 
local authorities, and organizations about the key locations of the selected refugee 
communities within the city. The researchers then identified places such as bistros, 
restaurants, internet cafés, shops, refugee centers, and meeting places where refugees 
congregate. The researchers then invited those who were willing to participate. 
From the gatherings, participants were then randomly selected using a ballot draw 
according to the required number. Where there were fewer people than the required 
number within a gathering, all the participants were interviewed. The participants 
were then asked where potential participants could be found, and that set up a 
chain referral process. To cater for some communities such as the Burundians and 
Congolese who did not have common meeting places, the snowball method was 
used, commencing usually with a seed. 

 
Study variables and data analysis 

Researchers used a pre-coded questionnaire to capture information about the 
refugees’ demographic characteristics, patterns of migration, and social networks. To 
assess the extent of destination substitution, refugees were asked in the questionnaire 
whether the respondent had “planned to move to some other destination before 
coming to Kampala” from their last place of residence, with a “Yes” or “No” 
response. This question was used as an indicator for the dependent variable for the 
destination of interest, which is Kampala. Respondents were further asked about 
the descriptions of the places they had planned to travel to and the reasons why 
they did not go to the proposed place. They were also asked whether they moved to 
Kampala directly from their home countries or lived in camps, cities, towns, or rural 
areas elsewhere in Uganda or another country between leaving their home country 
and arrival in Kampala. Without disregarding the limitations, those who moved to 
Kampala directly from their home countries were included in the study because a 
few individuals might have moved to Kampala directly from their home areas, with 
the intention of onward migration. Hence, focusing only on cases of secondary 
movements from settlements or other proximate cities would exclude a few refugees 
in such category. The indicator used here was retrospectively measured by posing 
these questions to refugees who were already in Kampala. While this approach may 
have some limitations in measuring migration intentions, it was deemed a better 
approach to measure changes in the intention given the lack of longitudinal data that 
follow up refugee movements to Uganda.

Social networks are the independent variable of interest. The social network 
indicator was obtained by asking whether the respondent “knew someone who was 
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either living in, or ever lived in Kampala at the time of migration to Kampala” (“Yes” or 
“No”). In addition, questions were asked about the number of ties at the destination, 
nature of relationship, frequency of communication, and support received from the 
actor. However, these latter variables are not included in the current study because 
they are outside the domain of the current study. The questionnaire also included 
questions about the demographic characteristics of the respondents at their previous 
place of residence. The questionnaire was pre-tested with 10 refugees selected from 
the different nationalities. 

The study used descriptive statistics to present the profiles of the respondents 
from their previous places of origin, their desired destinations, and the reasons for 
not moving to the desired destinations. Researchers used a binary logistic regression 
to assess the effects of social networking on destination substitution. The results were 
interpreted in odds ratios; an odd ratio greater than one indicates a greater likelihood 
in destination substitution given a covariate. An odds ratio of less than one indicates 
a lesser likelihood in destination substitution given a covariate. An odds ratio of one 
indicates no significant effect of a covariate on substitution of destination. A P-value 
of 0.05 (or 0.5%) and 95% confidence interval were used to interpret the level of 
significance of the variables.

The study was conducted under the ethical standards provided by the 
Human Subject Research Ethics Committee (Non-medical) of the University of 
the Witwatersrand (H20/04/02), and the Uganda National Council of Science and 
Technology (SS519ES). 

RESULTS

Figure 1 and Figure 2 show the profiles of the refugees at their last place of residence 
before Kampala, indicating whether they had planned to settle elsewhere other 
than Kampala. For over half of the refugees, Kampala is more of a substitute 
destination than an initially intended final destination. There are also significant 
differences among these refugees in terms of their nationalities, occupations 
and the characteristics of the places from which they came to Kampala. In terms 
of demographic representations, slightly more adults (53.62%) had planned for 
some other destinations compared to children (42.55%) and youths (53.06%), as 
expected. However, the difference between adults and youths is marginal. There is 
also a marginal difference between male and female, although slightly more male 
respondents (54.07%) reported having planned to move to some other destination 
compared to female respondents (50.21%). Most of these refugees who had other 
destinations in mind apart from Kampala were mostly from Eritrea (63.38%), 
Somalia (63.25%), and South Sudan (61.7%). On the other hand, respondents from 
the Burundian and the Congolese refugee communities reported the least changes in 
destination plans as seen in 23.08% and 37.7% respectively.

Regarding the socio-economic backgrounds of the refugees, those who changed 
their destinations for Kampala were mainly single (53.76%) by the time they left their 
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previous place of residence. Those who already had tertiary education by the time of 
arrival in Kampala also had higher representation among those who changed their 
previously planned destinations (58.5%). Similarly, 57.89% of respondents who came 
to Kampala as students or who were unemployed also changed their initially preferred 
destinations. This level is higher than all the other categories of occupational status. 
Further, 73.1% of the respondents who substituted the initially intended destinations 
lived in refugee camps or settlement areas before proceeding to Kampala. In contrast, 
only 44.8% of those who came from urban areas, and 35.94% of those who came 
from rural areas substituted their intended destinations with Kampala. 

Figure 1: Distribution of age, sex and nationality by destination substitution

Source: Authors' fieldwork, 2021
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Figure 2: Previous marital status, education, occupation 
and residential status by destination substitution

Source: Authors' fieldwork, 2021

Figure 3 shows the characteristics of the intended destinations and the reasons for 
failing to move to such destinations. The sample focused only on those who had 
planned for alternative destinations. The finding indicates that the majority of 
refugees in the study reside in Kampala due to failure to reach cities outside Uganda. 
Over 85% of these refugees had planned to settle in cities or urban areas outside 
Uganda. Fewer than 10% had planned to settle somewhere else in Uganda before 
changing their decisions to settle in Kampala. The least-intended destinations 
were rural areas and camps outside Uganda, represented by 2% each for the two 
categories. Considering the reasons for moving to Kampala, as opposed to the 
desired destination, the lack of opportunities for resettlement to third countries was 
the leading reason (39.6%), followed by the lack of security in the desired destination 
(34%). Interestingly, only 3.6% of the respondents came to Kampala because of lack 
of socio-economic opportunities at their desired destinations.
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Figure: Preferred destinations and reasons for substituting preferred destination

Source: Authors' fieldwork, 2021

In the final analysis, the effects of social networks on destination substitution were 
modeled using a binary logistic regression, only reporting the results for the adjusted 
models. All the first categories in the independent variables were fitted as referent 
categories. The Likelihood Ratio is significant at Pr.< 0.05, indicating that the model 
is a good fit. However, the McFadden’s Pseudo R2 for the model is 15% indicating that 
much of the variances in the model were not explained by the predictor variables. 
The results are shown in Table 1 below.

Destination Substitution and Social Networks among Urban Refugees in Uganda
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Table 1: Logistic regression results on the effects of social networks 
on destination substitution among refugees in Kampala

Planned alternative destination Odds Ratio P-value 95% Confidence Min.
Social ties in Kampala
No (RC)
Yes 2.14 0.001 1.37959 3.32694
Sex
Male (RC)
Female 1.31 0.238 0.83448 2.06919
Nationality
Congolese (RC)
South Sudanese 3.00 0.007 1.35545 6.65295
Somali 3.20 0.000 1.82179 5.60632
Burundian 0.42 0.111 0.14715 1.21768
Eritrean 2.54 0.007 1.28763 5.00494
Rwandese 2.01 0.228 0.64532 6.27987
Ethiopian 0.72 0.594 0.22006 2.37715
Sudanese 0.71 0.609 0.19112 2.6361
Age at migration to Kampala
Child (RC)
Youth 1.42 0.326 0.70427 2.87326
Adult 1.72 0.228 0.71172 4.17193
Education at migration to 
Kampala
No formal (RC)
Primary 1.08 0.877 0.42546 2.72015
Secondary/vocational 1.61 0.229 0.74229 3.47818
Tertiary/university 1.82 0.132 0.83513 3.97044
Marital status at migration to 
Kampala
Single (RC)
Married/living with a partner 0.93 0.801 0.50527 1.69446
Divorced/separated/widowed 0.73 0.477 0.31249 1.72265
Occupation at migration to 
Kampala
Student/unemployed (RC)
Employed formal 1.08 0.878 0.39519 2.96276
Self-employed 0.91 0.810 0.42416 1.95443
Unpaid worker 0.51 0.100 0.23101 1.13594
Casual or subsistence farmer 0.93 0.871 0.40971 2.12961
Previous place of residence
Rural (RC)
Urban area 1.49 0.217 0.78937 2.83135
Settlement/camp 4.52 0.000 2.24813 9.07188
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The social network variable in the model remained a significant predictor of 
destination substitution at Pr.< 0.05 even after controlling for all the other variables. 
Respondents with social connections in Kampala are more likely to substitute their 
desired destinations for Kampala (OR 2.14, Confidence Interval (CI): 1.37959 - 
3.32694). 

Regarding the control variables, some nationalities and places of residence 
yielded significant results (Pr.<0.05), while occupation lost its significance in the 
adjusted model. Two of the nationalities with significant results were Horn of Africa 
countries, namely Somalia and Eritrea. The Somalis and Eritreans are 3.20 (CI: 
1.82179 - 5.60632) and 2.54 (CI: 1.28763 - 5.00494) times more likely to substitute 
their destinations for Kampala respectively, when compared to Congolese refugees 
(the referent category). Apart from the two Horn of Africa countries, the South 
Sudanese, also with significant results (Pr. < 0.05), have 3.00 times (CI: 1.35545 - 
6.65295) more likelihood of substituting their intended destinations. Originating 
from camp or settlement areas, whether or not the camp or settlement is within 
Uganda, has positive effects on destination changes when compared to those who 
came from rural areas. Refugees who came to Kampala from settlement or camp 
areas are 4.52 times more likely to have substituted their preferred destinations for 
Kampala (CI: 2.24813 - 9.07188).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
The objective of this study was to investigate the extent to which changes in 
destination plans have contributed to refugee flows to Kampala, and the influences of 
social networks in diversion of refugees to Kampala. This study is important, given 
that a significant number of refugees live in Kampala, yet access to social services, 
and social integration in the city have, hitherto, remained a challenge (Kasozi et 
al., 2018; Bukuluki et al., 2020). For instance, the recent restrictions regarding the 
COVID-19 pandemic resulted in the loss of livelihoods of refugees (Bukuluki et 
al., 2020). Refugees often rely on informal livelihood activities for self-sufficiency 
(Monteith and Lwasa, 2017). Yet, the difficulties that refugees experience in Kampala 
are concomitant with the reduced resettlement options to more developed countries 
(Hansen, 2018). The reduced resettlement options and limited socio-economic 
opportunities in settlement areas imply that some refugees are likely to substitute 
Kampala for other destinations, adding to the already existing challenges that 
refugees experience in Kampala.

The key finding in this study is that social network factors facilitate the 
rechanneling of refugees to Kampala. Moreover, individuals who had knowledge of 
someone living in Kampala or who had ever lived in Kampala were more likely to 
move to the city after having considered going to alternative destinations. The finding 
thus agrees with previous empirical literature on social network-based patterns of 
refugee flows (Bertoli and Ruyssen, 2016; İçduygu and Karadağ, 2018; Rüegger and 
Bohnet, 2018). It further confirms that migrants move to specific locations because 
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social capital, as a component of social networks, is location-specific (Massey et al., 
1993). More importantly, knowledge of families, relatives, friends, or acquaintances 
residing in Kampala contributed to the alteration of the trajectories of the refugees, 
redirecting them to Kampala (Mallett and Hagen-Zanker, 2018). This is possible, 
given that refugees who had specific considerations about coming to Kampala, had 
some families, relatives, or friends prior to their movement to Kampala (Lyytinen, 
2017). Individuals with knowledge of Kampala could have advised the refugees to 
move to Kampala either as an alternative to the desired destination, or as a transit 
route to access the desired destination. In addition, social networks have been 
important sources of social support for refugees in urban areas (Lyytinen and 
Kullenberg, 2013). Hence, the social support provided by the networks in the city 
compensated for the emotional and psychological stress of pursuing destinations 
with better socio-economic opportunities but were unattainable. In this sense, social 
networks play a vital role in the flow of refugees to cities in low-income countries that 
neighbor refugee-sending countries.

In addition to social networks, the Somali, Eritrean, and South Sudanese 
refugees are more likely to alter their destinations. Changes in destination among 
the Somali and the Eritrean refugee communities are not unique to refugees living 
in Kampala. One study using a threshold approach shows that Somali refugees 
seeking to resettle in the United States divert to South Africa, hoping the process of 
resettlement would be easier (Shaffer et al., 2018: 161). Similarly, Eritrean refugees 
in Milan and Rome did not intend to live in Italy but their objectives were affected 
by the regulations regarding migrant movements within the European Union 
(Brekke and Brochmann, 2015). The findings of this study add to the magnitude of 
this destination alteration previously explored in qualitative studies. The diversion 
of refugees toward Uganda, and then to Kampala is likely to be motivated by the 
relatively relaxed regulations regarding freedom of movement, livelihood activities, 
access to resources, and the perceptions that resettlement is easier once in Uganda 
compared to the neighboring countries (Crawford and O’Callaghan, 2019). However, 
as in the case of the Somalis in South Africa, substitution for Kampala does not 
necessarily entail ideal conditions or lasting solutions for the refugees (Shaffer et 
al., 2018). Difficulties regarding employment and access to resources persist once 
refugees live in the city, further driving the desire to be resettled, which often does not 
occur. The substituted destination once again becomes temporary and undesirable, 
perpetuating a dream for onward migration (Shaffer et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, refugees originating from refugee settlement areas are more 
likely to engage in destination substitution than those originating from non-
institutionalized refugee hosting areas. This result reflects resettlement to third 
countries as one of the main reasons why refugees leave camp areas and move to 
Kampala (Bernstein and Okello, 2007; Mulumba, 2010). The result also confirms 
the fact that refugees leave their countries without any specific destinations in 
mind (Lyytinen, 2017: 505). The idea about destination substitution evolves when 



113

refugees cross borders to camps and settlements in Uganda or in the neighboring 
countries due to security and socio-economic problems in these areas (Betts et al., 
2020; Bagonza et al., 2021). The result is as expected, since cases of refugees who 
applied for resettlement are handled in Kampala (Bernstein and Okello, 2007). The 
bureaucracies surrounding resettlements, however, result in refugees getting stuck in 
urban areas, perpetuating a protracted refugee situation. 

There are some limitations to this study. Firstly, this study is limited to urban 
refugees in Kampala. Refugee situations in other urban spaces in Uganda might be 
different. Kampala’s context may also differ from that of other regional cities traversed 
by refugees. A comparative study of different cities might yield a more generalizable 
result. Secondly, owing to the nature of urban refugees as a “hidden population”, the 
study employed non-probability sampling strategies. Therefore, the study may not be 
representative of the characteristics of the entire urban refugee population. Moreover, 
the small sample size implies that there might be some problems with precision of the 
sample in this study. Thirdly, participants were asked about their characteristics in 
previous places of residence when they were already in Kampala. This retrospective 
approach might result in recall biases and inaccuracy in measuring changes in 
migration intentions. Future studies can employ a longitudinal approach that follows 
refugees from their previous places of residence to their destination. Fourthly, there 
may be some ambiguities regarding the indicators. A “Yes” response to whether a 
refugee had planned for some alternative destination could imply that the initially 
preferred destination either is second to Kampala, in case of failure, or at the same 
level with Kampala. Lastly, the study is a cross-sectional study and therefore causal 
processes cannot be inferred. Future studies can build on those that can trace causal 
processes. Qualitative studies can also be used to better understand the mechanisms 
through which the social networks operate. 

Regarding the study’s contributions: it addresses a gap in discussions about 
destination intentions, and destination preferences among refugees in Uganda’s 
context of a settlement system by highlighting the importance of investigating refugee 
flows to initially unintended destinations. Scholarship on refugees in African cities 
has shown how refugees sometimes reside in cities that were not intended as final 
destination. These cities are chosen either out of circumstances that circumscribe 
refugee movement, or as a strategy to reach some other destinations. This study 
adds to this body of literature by presenting the case of Kampala in a context where 
the focus has been on refugee settlements by showing how social networks may 
redirect refugees to, or through Kampala when refugees find it difficult to access 
their intended destinations. Moreover, the study provides useful data on refugee 
movements in countries of first asylum that can be utilized in designing programs 
for planning refugee assistance. In this sense, the concept of substitution effect was 
extended to the prevalence in destination changes. 

In conclusion, with the protracted refugee situation and limited third-country 
resettlement options, refugees may be diverted to cities of low-income countries. 
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Connections through social networks would play a central role in this diversion 
through encouraging migration to the destination and providing alternative support 
systems. However, since these cities do not necessarily provide lasting solutions, 
exploration of further substitute destinations is likely to continue. In the meantime, a 
burden will also be shifted to these cities in low-income countries as well as social ties 
providing support in the interim time. The implication of destination substitution is 
that the protection of urban refugees that focuses on assisting refugees on special cases 
or the acceptance of refugees on the basis of self-reliance is likely to exclude those who 
reside in urban areas because of their inability to access their desired destinations – 
whether that desired destination is a settlement area in Uganda or abroad – thus 
perpetuating their vulnerabilities. Hence, it is important that the protection of 
refugees in urban areas should also focus on those who for some reasons cannot reach 
their intended destinations. Since the substitution of destination is associated with 
social networks, refugee families and communities could be appropriate channels to 
use to identify and assist refugees who diverted to Kampala. In addition, alternative 
pathways to resettlement – such as family reunification – should be expanded for 
those who cannot move. Lastly, this study opens the possibilities for more exhaustive 
study on the challenges associated with destination substitution, including long-term 
impacts of the destination substitution on refugees and host communities. Focusing 
on destination substitution will contribute to addressing challenges involved with 
refugee burden-sharing across different countries and locations within a country.
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