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Why do we need Migrationlab Living 
Rooms? 

Dana C. Popa

Trans-cultural Systemic Therapist

It is only by meeting the other that new questions 
are raised (questions addressed to the other but also 
questions addressed to myself) and that an enriching 
dialogue can develop.
Peter Rober and Lucia De Haene, 2013 

Whether or not we are in favor of migration, or we 
feel the need to express our opinions on the topic, we 
live in a world where migration is expanding, and thus 
the need for looking at the subject becomes ever more 
present. Not only do locals and politicians want to be 
partners in the conversation, but also migrants in all their 
variety—expats, refugees, immigrants. This is the context 
in which the Migrationlab’s Welcome to the Living Room 
(WTTLR) project takes place. 

As a transcultural systemic therapist and migrant myself, 
I am interested in why people want to have their stories 
told, who will listen to their stories, and the impact on 
the storyteller, audience and society. 
In this regard, I joined the Migrationlab research team 
to observe and monitor the preparatory co-design 
workshops and the WTTLR events. My role in the co-
design workshops was to guide participants into thinking 
critically about the importance of WTTLR as a co-created 
space, and why we would want to introduce it into 
society. During the WTTLR events themselves, I observed 
the communication between participants and what 
happens when there are so many perspectives in one 
room.

Working together with diverse people from different 
parts of the world at the “word constellation” table in the 
preparatory co-design workshops was challenging and 
exciting. The people were full of stories and thoughts, 
and they wanted to be heard and to hear others. People 
also wanted to co-construct new language and concepts 
of how we could look at the world and each other. 
The groups I worked with came to the conclusion that 

they want to be part of this creating process; to co-
create new images and concepts of how to be equal 
participants in society. Curiosity and openness must be 
the fuel of policy makers, they said. Freedom to change 
depends on the freedom you have in society, and the 
voice you have. 

There is this desire to bring new perspectives and have 
a voice, to relate and connect with a stranger (locals 
and migrants can be both strangers to each other), and 
to make oneself known in a safe environment. By the 
sharing of stories a stranger has a name and a history. 
They become a person and not a label. Exchanging 
thoughts and perspectives can help us become 
empowered through moments of self-reflection. 

A migrant deals with a lot of confusion, not 
understanding the spoken and unspoken values and 
rules of the new country. Making friends with the locals 
is not always easy because the locals have already 
friends. One needs to work hard on fitting in and being 
present. Migrants, though, are also curious and would 
like to hear what the locals think about being a local; 
what would migrants need to do or to understand in 
order to find their place much more easily in society? 
Empathy was the word coming back again and again: 
we need empathy and there is never too much. And we 
need to stop with labeling. At the end of the day we are 
all humans. It is the humanity, which connects us, but the 
differences can be acknowledged. 

At WTTLR in The Hague in July, one of the storytellers 
was a young girl who highlighted the position of a child 
brought up in a variety of cultures and countries. Such 
a story leads to the following question: can we call 
someone who is the child of parents from two different 
cultural backgrounds, born in a third country and living 
in a variety of societies, a migrant, or a local, or do we 
need a new word or concept to describe their identity? 
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The participants are not only creating new concepts but 
also a new language. By communicating their intentions 
and meaning with others, people try to understand, to 
change or to adapt. In Migrationlab’s Living Rooms, 
people are looking to new ways of communication 
because they have to look at so many perspectives. 
Concepts like labeling someone or something, binary 
thinking, “we” and “they,” were challenged. The 
participants were reflecting on the construction of new 
language, which words we would need, how we can 
express some particular or new phenomena like a child 
being brought up in many cultures.

What I observed at the preparatory co-design workshops 
and during the WTTLR events is that while migrants have 
the need of being heard and understood because of 
the pressure and will to fit in in society, the locals aren’t 
under the same burden. The reason is that the locals are 
already at home—they don’t have to build and find out 
anything. They do not have to leave something behind 
and move towards integrating quickly. The pressure locals 
may experience is that they have to make space for 
new people, habits and ways of life brought by the new 
comers. There, however, were not enough locals to see 
a consistent reaction on the matter. The ones who were 
in the room were open to listen to the stories and willing 
to tell theirs as well. The group was like-minded, despite 
being in different stages of life and varying in age. 

Intergenerational exchange was present in all of the co-
design workshops and WTTLR events. “The atmosphere 
was friendly and kind, although I felt a little uncomfortable 
thinking I was the oldest in the room. That feeling 
disappeared when I saw the diversity of all the people 
in the room” (Dutch professional). Reflections such as, 
“how do we grow old in a foreign country?” (migrant) 
bring a new dynamic into the room and invite us to look 
at the impact of migration on aging and intergenerational 
support, as well as what older generations can pass to 
younger ones. Nevertheless, the questions arose: what 
would happen in the room if there are locals or migrants 
who feel differently? How can more locals be reached? 

The thought that by knowing each other we are less afraid 
of one another and open to embrace the novelty was 
present in the events. The power of WTTLR events is that 
the people are challenged to think and share about new 
ways of life and being, and to be encouraged to bring 
these moments to a higher level in their encounters with 
others.

It is very important to point out the carefully chosen 
spaces and the atmosphere created in order to facilitate 
the WTTLR experiences. Safety, openness and warmth 
were the words most used by the participants. In fact, 
participants also said spaces with no prejudice were 
preferred. Although I do agree on this point, I also know 
that we all have prejudices—they’re unavoidable—and 
we use them to understand the world around us. Hence, 
we need to have spaces where we can acknowledge and 
be aware of them; to talk about how they affect us, using 
this understanding to combat prejudice. Having said that, 
we can only open up and listen when we know we are 
welcome, and are in a place where everyone has room to 
talk or listen, to create or observe.

This is what WTTLR helps make happen, and why there is 
a real need for it not only today, but in the future.


