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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The 2015–16 migration crisis thrust immigrant integration into the spotlight in many parts of Europe. Large 
numbers of immigrants and refugees arrived in need of support settling in to their new societies. Many had 
limited literacy and had experienced trauma, with possible mental health consequences. The great diversity of 
the new arrivals’ origins and skill levels also intensified pressures on public services, with heightened need for 
translation into languages less commonly spoken in Europe and for ways to support people further from the 
labour market. At the same time, an increase in anti-immigrant rhetoric in political debates—spurred by rising 
populist and anti-immigrant parties—has constrained political and financial investments in these newcomers.  

Integration policymakers from across Europe explored these and other challenges at a Migration Policy 
Institute Europe roundtable in March 2018 entitled Rethinking Integration Governance: Leadership and Skills 
to Manage Complex Integration Portfolios. Participants shared both concerns and insights on how the future 
skillset of integration officials might evolve. One of the main themes of the meeting was that integration 
policymakers are operating in less than ideal circumstances. Many found themselves in the awkward position 
of working in a policy area constantly in the media but lacking the political gravitas and big budgets of other 
policy domains.

To do more with less, integration policymakers can borrow leading-edge practices from other 
policy areas and from emerging lessons on government innovation.

Among the challenges that integration policymakers face is navigating a constant stream of information in 
what is—in most European countries—a relatively new policy area, where strong evidence of what works is 
often lacking. Homing in on the most relevant and reliable information, and making decisions accordingly, is 
a difficult task. They must also manage increasingly complex and multilayered partnerships with colleagues 
across government, at regional and city levels, and with nongovernmental partners, requiring them to adapt to 
different organisational cultures, norms, and systems of accountability and targets. And, of course, integration 
policymakers must be able to make the case to both colleagues and sceptical publics for investing in vulner-
able groups in a way that both minimises public backlash (for instance, by highlighting newcomers’ potential 
economic contributions) yet manages expectations (for instance, by not promising that all newcomers will 
find work).

To do more with less, integration policymakers can borrow leading-edge practices from other policy areas and 
from emerging lessons on government innovation. A number of untapped resources could be better exploited 
to craft holistic approaches to addressing complex needs, use technology to better pinpoint problems, get buy-
in for preventative programming, and develop new solutions through research-driven insights. These include:

 � Using behavioural insights to test interventions that deliver more ‘bang for the buck’. Unlike 
traditional policy levers such as regulation and information, behavioural insights or ‘nudge approach-
es’, draw on insights from social sciences and behavioural economics to design public services that 
support people to make positive choices. While some tried-and-tested behavioural interventions 
with relevance to integration policy—such as techniques to improve the representation of minorities 
in the public sector—could be extrapolated to other countries and settings, most of the potential is 
still untapped. One of the most promising areas in this regard is reducing segregation in schools and 
supporting young people to develop empathy and reduce prejudice.  

 � Exploring innovative financing models such as social impact bonds to fund unpopular or preventa-
tive policies. Social impact bonds—a financing measure that brings together government, private-sec-
tor investors, and third-party service provider—are designed to fund high-risk or innovative social 
projects without short-term payoffs, especially where spending is allocated to unpopular groups 
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(e.g., for the rehabilitation of prisoners). Because the government only pays back the private-sector 
investment if certain outcomes are achieved, this tool could attract new resources and ideas to address 
integration challenges. 

 � Redesigning online and offline public services to improve newcomers’ access. Most services were 
designed around the ‘average’ user, and few governments have done the hard work of re-evaluating 
them to ensure they meet the increasingly diverse needs of the populations they target. Since growing 
numbers of people—including migrants and refugees—access services online, it is important to make 
sure that web portals are user-friendly and seamless.

 � Developing foresight skills to plan for challenges around the corner. With the possibility of 
another migration crisis around the corner, European governments would do well to strengthen their 
resilience to future challenges. Yet it can be hard to know where to start. Foresight methods are well 
established in other policy areas but have not been used extensively in migration.

 � Conducting cost-benefit analyses to improve decision-making and strengthen the case for invest-
ments. The costs of misguided investments in integration programming could be significant, includ-
ing greater social exclusion or poverty among the children of recent immigrants and refugees. Emerg-
ing economic modelling methods can look beyond the immediate costs and savings of programmes to 
examine the social returns on investments, including to community health and wellbeing.

 � Strengthening evaluation and understanding of what constitutes good evidence. Integration 
policy lags behind other policy areas that have seen an evidence revolution. There are numerous op-
portunities to capitalise on the 2015–16 migration crisis by commissioning evaluations of integration 
outcomes. At the same time, it is imperative for policymakers to improve their understanding of what 
constitutes high-quality evidence, how it can be used, and how to best make decisions in its absence.

Taken together, these approaches form the basis of a smarter toolkit for integration policymakers. A new 
approach to integration policy is not about new tools alone; it also requires a more collaborative approach to 
problem-solving, drawing on relationships with the private-sector and civil partners, as well as the whole of 
government.

I . INTRODUCTION

The European migration crisis of 2015–16 exposed a massive lack of preparedness for dealing with large-
scale immigration inflows, resulting in overwhelmed reception systems and overburdened public services 
in many EU countries. As countries begin to catch their breath following a lull in migration and consider 
how to strengthen communities, they must fundamentally change the way they think about—and strive to 
achieve—integration. Yet in many corners of Europe, policymakers are facing less-than-ideal circumstances. 
Few governments have the spare resources for radical, experimental, or generous social policies. Meanwhile, 
a hardening of attitudes toward disadvantaged groups of all stripes, alongside rising populism and nativism, 
has both made integration a higher-profile issue and reduced public support for investments in it.1 Integration 
policymakers are facing the challenge of doing their jobs in a context where political actors are increasingly 
questioning the role of migrants in society and integration writ large.

1 Demetrios G. Papademetriou, Kate Hooper, and Meghan Benton, In Search of a New Equilibrium: Immigration Policymaking 
in the Newest Era of Nativist Populism (Washington, DC: Migration Policy Institute, 2018), www.migrationpolicy.org/
research/immigration-policymaking-nativist-populism. 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/immigration-policymaking-nativist-populism
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/immigration-policymaking-nativist-populism
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While countries may lack the public and political mandate to make large investments in integration, the eco-
nomic and social imperative to do so could not be stronger. Many of the newcomers who arrived in 2015 and 
2016 are still struggling to penetrate Europe’s high-skilled labour markets. The shrinking number of low- and 
middle-skilled jobs—in part because of digitisation and automation—suggests that economic integration will 
get harder, not easier.2 The migration crisis also resulted in an increase in people in legal limbo, specifically 
asylum seekers whose claims have been rejected but who cannot be returned to their origin countries. With-
out thoughtful interventions, the lasting scars of the migration crisis could include intergenerational poverty; 
rising crime, homelessness, and social exclusion; greater segregation across all spheres of life; and larger 
numbers of people in the shadowy economic and legal margins of society—all of which would further erode 
social cohesion. This, in turn, could further fuel public outrage and distrust regarding governments’ ability 
to manage the pace of social change, making it harder for policymakers to introduce the tough policies that 
would prevent these conditions from persisting. In short, countries need to act now to contain the damage.

Many of the newcomers who arrived in 2015 and 2016 are still struggling to penetrate 
Europe’s high-skilled labour markets.

Against this bleak backdrop, there are fledgling signs of hope and new opportunities, including policy innova-
tions from other fields that integration policymakers could learn from. Whole-of-government approaches are 
now de rigueur across many subfields of social policy, and well-established processes may offer important 
lessons for integration. Public services from education to health have shown how borrowing insights from 
behavioural economics and psychology experiments (through the field of behavioural insights or ‘nudge’ 
policy)3 can lead small investments to yield big returns. And a host of new actors—from tech multination-
als to social enterprises and start-ups—are interested in lending their bright ideas and diverse approaches to 
integration challenges, which could ultimately stimulate more innovative and creative thinking among public 
servants. While many of these tools have not been systematically tested in integration policymaking, they 
could ultimately lay the groundwork for a new approach to strengthening community cohesion—one that is 
cost effective.

This report draws on policymaker insights shared during a Migration Policy Institute Europe (MPI Europe) 
roundtable in March 2018 entitled Rethinking Integration Governance: Leadership and Skills to Manage 
Complex Integration Portfolios. The report summarises discussions on how integration policymakers can 
do more with less when faced with the challenge of fostering smart, strategic integration policy with limited 
resources. It takes stock of the current approach to integration taken by many European countries, and then 
describes tools and processes to better identify, understand, and address cross-cutting social and integration 
problems. It finishes by evaluating broader, systemic changes that are needed to deliver on the promise that 
these tools offer.

2 Meghan Benton and Liam Patuzzi, Jobs in 2028: How Will Changing Labour Markets Affect Immigrant Integration in 
Europe? (Brussels: Migration Policy Institute Europe, 2018), www.migrationpolicy.org/research/jobs-2028-changing-
labour-markets-immigrant-integration-europe.

3 ‘Behavioural insights’ is an approach to designing policies and interventions, often initially on the basis of pilots and 
experiments, that draws on evidence from psychology, behavioural economics, and other social sciences. It is sometimes 
known as the ‘nudge’ approach because the idea is to encourage people to make better choices for themselves and the 
societies in which they live. For an overview of how behavioural insights could be applied to integration policy, see 
Meghan Benton, Antonio Silva, and Will Somerville, Applying Behavioural Insights to Support Immigrant Integration and 
Social Cohesion (Brussels: Migration Policy Institute Europe, 2018), www.migrationpolicy.org/research/behavioral-
insights-immigrant-integration-social-cohesion.

http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/jobs-2028-changing-labour-markets-immigrant-integration-europe
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/jobs-2028-changing-labour-markets-immigrant-integration-europe
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/behavioral-insights-immigrant-integration-social-cohesion
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/behavioral-insights-immigrant-integration-social-cohesion
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II . WHY INTEGRATION POLICYMAKING 
NEEDS AN UPDATE

Unlike traditional policy fields such as education and health, which have a clear scope and boundaries, in-
tegration spans multiple policy areas. Almost every ministry and department at each level of government is 
responsible in some way for the lives of immigrants, whether through housing, planning, and infrastructure 
at municipal and local government levels, or education, employment, and security policy at regional and 
national levels. How governments articulate their integration strategy and distribute responsibilities across de-
partments therefore depends on how widely or narrowly they define integration, as well as on decisions about 
which policy area(s) to group integration with.4 Since responsibility for integration has been frequently moved 
across departments in many EU countries, it suffers from something of an identity crisis; officials working on 
integration policy have had to adapt to constantly changing priorities and definitions of success.

Prior to the migration crisis, a degree of consensus had emerged—especially in European policy circles—that 
‘mainstreaming’ and a whole-of-government approach would ensure that policies were appropriately joined 
up across government ministries. But efforts in this direction were undermined by widespread misunderstand-
ing about what mainstreaming means in practice.5 While some understood it to mean strengthening public 
services by updating them to meet the needs of diverse populations, it was also used to justify downgrading 
integration issues and reducing budgets for immigrant-specific services. The task of ensuring that all public 
services are fit for diverse and mobile populations—both long-standing and newly arrived—remains unfin-
ished in all European countries.6

Since responsibility for integration has been frequently moved across departments in many 
EU countries, it suffers from something of an identity crisis.

The migration crisis threw the dysfunctions of integration policy into sharp relief. Against the backdrop of 
large numbers of new arrivals and rising anti-migrant populism, policymakers faced pressure to get integra-
tion right and put new ideas on the table, even as integration—almost by definition, since it refers to the 
process by which newcomers settle in—rarely yields immediate success stories.

In particular, integration policymakers grappled to keep up with five main developments:

 � The scale of the challenge. The fast-changing pace and profile of arrivals made anticipating needs 
and planning difficult. While the large numbers of asylum seekers to Germany in 2015 made the most 
headlines, smaller countries also received large numbers relative to their population, in many cases 
concentrated in specific localities.7 Rising demand resulted in oversubscribed services and delays 
in accessing language and training programmes. For policymakers, the scale of the challenge also 

4 Several countries have seen institutional responsibility for integration change multiple times, often reflecting a desire to 
align or promote certain policy goals. For example, in 2007, the Netherlands moved integration policy from the Ministry 
of Housing, Spatial Planning, and the Environment to the Ministry of Interior to emulate the Canadian approach of 
targeting selected immigrant entrants to secure better integration outcomes (it has since been moved into the Ministry of 
Employment and Social Affairs).

5 Meghan Benton, Elizabeth Collett, and Helen McCarthy, Into the Mainstream: Rethinking Public Services for Diverse and 
Mobile Populations (Brussels: Migration Policy Institute Europe, 2015), www.migrationpolicy.org/research/mainstream-
rethinking-public-services-diverse-and-mobile-populations.

6 Ibid.
7 Demetrios G. Papademetriou and Meghan Benton, Towards a Whole-of-Society Approach to Receiving and Settling 

Newcomers in Europe (Washington, DC: Migration Policy Institute, 2016), www.migrationpolicy.org/research/towards-
whole-society-approach-receiving-and-settling-newcomers-europe

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/mainstream-rethinking-public-services-diverse-and-mobile-populations
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/mainstream-rethinking-public-services-diverse-and-mobile-populations
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/towards-whole-society-approach-receiving-and-settling-newcomers-europe
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/towards-whole-society-approach-receiving-and-settling-newcomers-europe
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eroded the capacity for learning and institutional memory, as staff members—some relative newcomers 
to the field—found themselves pulled into urgent new roles. High turnover came at a cost, since much 
cooperation in the field of integration policy is based on personal relationships.

 � Rising diversity of origins, educational backgrounds, family size, and legal status. Arrivals since 2014 
have greater linguistic diversity than their predecessors. Since it is easier to meet language needs once 
groups reach a critical mass, this poses challenges for translation and interpretation services.8 Larger 
families, as well as a rising number of men arriving alone, created new housing needs in countries such 
as Germany where most social housing was designed for family units of two to four, exacerbating exist-
ing housing bottlenecks.9 These trends both underscored the importance of rethinking public services 
for diversity (a mainstreaming approach) and revealed its limitations, given the proliferation of groups 
with very specific sets of needs.

 � Difficult political and governance context. The past several years have seen rising animosity toward 
immigrants across Europe, where publics dissatisfied with government management of migration chal-
lenges have shifted their support towards smaller and less established parties. The scale of the challenge 
also created some multilevel governance frictions. While large cities absorbed the lion’s share of new-
comers, many smaller and rural destinations found themselves disproportionately affected, especially as 
countries introduced new dispersal laws. For instance, in Sweden, a 2016 law made the distribution of 
asylum seekers among municipalities mandatory.10

 � Proliferation of actors engaged in integration issues. One of the side effects of the high political 
profile of integration has been a host of new actors getting involved in refugee protection—almost 
overnight. For instance, during a private-sector roundtable held on the sidelines of the United Nations 
Summit for Refugees and Migrants in New York in September 2016, 51 U.S. companies pledged to 
contribute $650 million to organisations supporting refugees around the world.11 Meanwhile, 18,000 
technologists and social enterprises have signed up to join the Techfugees network and expressed 
their desire to offer ‘tech for good’ to support refugees.12 In Europe, numerous employers have offered 
traineeships and mentoring programmes.13 And in Germany, almost half of the population was at one 
point engaged in supporting refugees.14 This engagement has been something of a double-edged sword: 
it has brought increased energy, but also increased complexity. 

Given these trends, numerous policies were introduced without the space and time for piloting and evaluation. 
There is growing awareness that traditional measures of integration, such as employment rates, fail to account 
for the multifaceted nature of the process by which newcomers settle in to a new society. Moreover, for vulnera-
ble groups such as refugees experiencing trauma, socially isolated women, and older newcomers, it has become 
clear that labour-market participation is not a realistic pathway to success, at least in the short term. Thus, the 
crisis swiftly outgrew existing metrics for studying the pace and success of integration.

8 Ibid; Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), ‘Is This Humanitarian Migration Crisis Different?’ 
(Migration Policy Debates No. 7, OECD Publishing, Paris, September 2015), www.oecd.org/migration/Is-this-refugee-crisis-
different.pdf. 

9 Kate Reynolds, Urban Planning Policies in the Wake of Social Change: New Strategies for Creating Equality of Opportunity 
in Germany and the United States (N.p.: Robert Bosch Foundation Alumni Association, 2017), www.boschalumni.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/03/Robert-Bosch-Stipendium_Final-Paper_Reynolds_10.15.pdf.

10 Papademetriou and Benton, Towards a Whole-of-Society Approach.
11 Meghan Benton, ‘Top 10 of 2016—Issue #8: New Actors Step Up to Help Shoulder Growing Refugee Burden, but System Slow 

to Adapt’, Migration Information Source, 6 December 2016, www.migrationpolicy.org/article/top-10-2016-–-issue-8-new-
actors-step-help-shoulder-growing-refugee-burden-system-slow-adapt.

12 Techfugees, ‘Who We Are’, accessed 11 December 2018, https://techfugees.com/about/.
13 Papademetriou and Benton, Towards a Whole-of-Society Approach.
14 Benton, ‘Top 10 of 2016—Issue #8’; Gesellschaft für Konsumforschung (GfK) and Deutscher Spendenrat e.V., ‘Bilanz des 

Helfens 2016’ (presentation, GfK, Berlin, 1 March 2016), www.spendenrat.de/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Bilanz_des_
Helfens_2016.pdf.

https://www.oecd.org/migration/Is-this-refugee-crisis-different.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/migration/Is-this-refugee-crisis-different.pdf
http://www.boschalumni.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Robert-Bosch-Stipendium_Final-Paper_Reynolds_10.15.pdf
http://www.boschalumni.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Robert-Bosch-Stipendium_Final-Paper_Reynolds_10.15.pdf
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/top-10-2016-%E2%80%93-issue-8-new-actors-step-help-shoulder-growing-refugee-burden-system-slow-adapt
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/top-10-2016-%E2%80%93-issue-8-new-actors-step-help-shoulder-growing-refugee-burden-system-slow-adapt
https://techfugees.com/about/
https://www.spendenrat.de/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Bilanz_des_Helfens_2016.pdf
https://www.spendenrat.de/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Bilanz_des_Helfens_2016.pdf
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The changing role of integration policymakers

The trends outlined above have had dramatic and well-documented effects at the macro level. Less often 
noted is how the role of integration policymakers has changed. Participants at the March 2018 MPI Europe 
meeting shared both concerns and insights on how the future skillset of integration officials might evolve. 
While participants described how the migration crisis had raised awareness and, in some cases, increased 
budgets, others saw the increased attention as a mixed blessing; one attendee said, ‘We have moved from the 
position that nobody knows about us to where nobody likes us.’ As another put it: ‘You will never win an 
Oscar for integration.’ 

Participants also described the considerable and rising demands placed on integration policymakers. Key 
skills and assets include:15

 � Networking. Working collaboratively with multiple actors across sectors means integration policy-
makers need to be able to adapt to organisational cultures, build strategic alliances with other policy-
makers who may have a different set of behaviours and norms, and translate their goals to align with 
various accountability targets, budgets, and performance indicators. The process of ‘mainstreaming’ 
integration into service design across policy areas requires a delicate touch and diplomacy, and can 
be fraught with difficulty. As described by one meeting participant, ‘Integration policymaking is a 
balancing act of being sufficiently involved but not stepping on too many toes.’ 

 � Learning mindset. Integration policymakers must navigate a constant stream of information from 
a variety of sources, including civil society, academia, and government ministries such as education, 
labour, and housing. Understanding this complex policy area requires strong, fact-driven knowledge 
and analytical skills, and an ability to both translate evidence into practice and to extrapolate general 
principles from a few concrete examples. As one participant observed, ‘One-third of your time should 
be dedicated to making sure you know what you are talking about.’ 

 � Communication. Defining success in integration is notoriously difficult; integration takes time, and 
what works depends on the context and community. Finding a way to highlight successes in this 
context can be difficult; for instance, governments could choose to focus on closing gaps between 
migrants and natives, or describe how long it takes a newcomer to succeed in the labour market—
while these describe the same raw facts, they would likely be spun differently by the media. Also, 
integration policymakers need to have a clear sense of what success looks like in order to pursue 
relationships across government; otherwise, as one participant put it, ‘We are knocking on the doors 
of these different ministries, but we don’t have answers on what works.’ Given that failures cannot be 
completely avoided, especially in a rapidly evolving policy area, crafting messages of success is vital 
to maintain public support and foster cooperation across government ministries. But communications 
of success should not overpromise, lest they create unrealistic expectations or feelings that mixed 
outcomes are being swept under the rug. As one participant said, ‘A key quality is the ability to be a 
storyteller: that creates external support for the venture.’

 � Innovation. Promoting a culture of creativity in the public sector—more known for caution than 
disruptive innovation—can be a delicate balancing act. Bringing together new methods and skills 
to tackle complex social problems requires a degree of creativity and the willingness to try out new 
ideas. This innovation mindset may not be a natural instinct for many civil servants, who face the 
additional barrier of restrictive government structures and siloes. Building a working culture that 
embraces experimentation requires strong leadership and a willingness to take risks—but with care 
and forethought, given what is at stake when the numbers of newcomers are high, as they have been 
in recent years. 

15 This summarises the discussion in the Migration Policy Institute Europe (MPI Europe) Integration Futures Working Group 
meeting, ‘Rethinking Integration Governance Leadership and Skills to Manage Complex Integration Portfolios’, Brussels, 4 
March 2018.
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 � Humility. Although integration policymakers are increasingly required to be jacks-of-all-trades, an 
individual cannot do everything. Learning to effectively prioritise competing demands is essential. 
Governments also need to create space to accept failure and manage expectations regarding what is 
possible.

In addition to the barriers to reform seen across the public sector, integration policymakers face numerous ob-
stacles that flow from the complexity of their policy area. Since the governance of integration has undergone 
frequent change, people who work in this area can suffer from change fatigue. And the impetus for short-term 
thinking (and action) may be especially forceful in an area where the public often demands quick fixes, and 
the rise of populism has reconfigured electoral incentives. All told, the pressure to do much more with less is 
clear evidence of the need for new tools and tactics in integration policymaking.

III . NEW TOOLS

The migration crisis demonstrated that integration policymakers must begin to plan for the challenges around 
the corner if they are to avoid being constantly on the back foot. But this makes innovation more difficult. 
This section explores some promising tools and approaches from other policy areas and assesses their utility 
for integration policy.

A. Designing low-cost interventions based on ‘behavioural 
insights’

Other policy fields have demonstrated the potential of behavioural insights (sometimes called ‘nudges’)—a 
new approach to evidence-based policymaking that draws on cognitive science, psychology, anthropology, 
and economics to encourage people to make better choices for themselves and the societies in which they 
live. The aim is to make public services more cost-efficient, effective, and user friendly. Since public servic-
es—from education and employment to housing and health—tend to be designed for a ‘typical’ service user, 
they sometimes employ outdated or misguided assumptions about how people will respond to interventions. 
By contrast, a behavioural approach rigorously tests how policy interventions affect different groups and 
adapts public services to ensure they work for users with varying preferences and needs. For instance, experi-
ments informed by behavioural insights have tested how tweaking the wording on a job application for new 
police officers can help minority applicants perform well.16

Potential interventions are trialled and tested using methods such as randomised control trials (RCTs) to 
determine what works and what does not before deciding what initiatives should be scaled. Some of the most 
impressive examples from other policy areas include encouraging people to pay taxes on time by informing 
them that others in their area have already done so (such messages are estimated to have brought forward 

16 One experiment involving an application test for a UK police force examined how using different prompts with candidates 
from different backgrounds before they took the test affected pass rates. By rewording the reminder email to applicants 
before the test to make it more welcoming and adding a line asking candidates to consider what becoming a police officer 
would mean to them and their community, the intervention increased pass rates for minorities. See Elizabeth Linos, 
Joanne Reinhard, and Simon Ruda, ‘Levelling the Playing Field in Police Recruitment: Evidence from a Field Experiment on 
Test Performance’, Public Administration Review 95, no. 4 (December 2017): 943–56.
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£210 million in tax revenue in the United Kingdom in 2012/13)17 or reducing reoffending among drivers con-
victed of speeding by improving how information about the importance and impact of speed limits in commu-
nicated.18 But thus far, applications of a behavioural approach to integration policy have been limited.

The approach holds particular promise for three objectives:19

 � Fostering social cohesion. Evidence from psychology offers a guide for how to build the sorts 
of characteristics or skills that help people live in diverse societies, such as developing a ‘growth 
mindset’ that is open to change and does not see people as fixed entities.20 A host of possible experi-
ments in social cohesion could be trialled in school classrooms, for example, to blur the lines between 
in-groups and out-groups (see Box 1). These could help young people understand one another’s 
perspectives and develop empathy.

 � Narrowing the gaps between immigrant groups and the broader population. Behavioural insights 
analyses make clear that jobseekers may be facing a high ‘cognitive load’ (pressures on decision-
making as a result of the stresses of poverty and unemployment), and thus may not be able to make 
optimal or long-term decisions about how to invest their time in looking for work or training.21 These 
findings may be especially pertinent for newly arrived migrants and refugees. As governments try 
to improve participation in training and employment, including through integration contracts that 
outline the obligations and entitlements of newly arrived immigrants,22 they could look to behavioural 
insights for tools other than sanctions to improve compliance with training or job-seeking commit-
ments, which have the potential to be more effective.23

 � Addressing low take-up of public services, voter registration, and citizenship. Behavioural insights 
have been used in a number of countries to improve take-up of public services, citizenship, and voter 
registration. Making digital services as user friendly as possible and using text messages and other 
reminders can improve usage of services (as has been done to boost participation in preventative 

17 Behavioural Insights Team, Applying Behavioural Insights to Reduce Fraud, Error, and Debt (London: Behavioural 
Insights Team, Cabinet Office, 2012), www.gov.uk/government/publications/fraud-error-and-debt-behavioural-
insights-team-paper; Behavioural Insights Team, The Behavioural Insights Team: Update Report 2013–2015 (London: 
Behavioural Insights Team, 2015), www.behaviouralinsights.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/BIT_Update-Report-
Final-2013-2015.pdf.

18 Simon Ruda, Monica Wills Silva, and Handan Wieshmann, ‘Improving Road Safety: New Results’, Behavioural Insights 
Team, 25 October 2017, www.behaviouralinsights.co.uk/trial-results/improving-road-safety-new-results/.

19 This section draws on discussion from another report in this series, Benton, Silva, and Somerville, Applying Behavioural 
Insights to Support Immigrant Integration and Social Cohesion.

20 For instance, one randomised control trial (RCT) explored the impact of encouraging a ‘growth mindset’ by teaching 
a class of children that everyone has the potential to change. The goal was to encourage understanding of others’ 
perspectives and help reduce discrimination. A month after the intervention, the children who were taught these skills 
showed a reduction in aggression and retaliation by almost 40 per cent, and a more than 300 per cent increase in 
‘prosocial behaviour’ (actions designed to help others). See David Scott Yeager, Kali H. Trzesniewski, and Carol S. Dweck, 
‘An Implicit Theories of Personality Intervention Reduces Adolescent Aggression in Response to Victimization and 
Exclusion’, Child Development 84, no. 3 (May 2013): 970–88.

21 See Kizzy Gandy et al., Poverty and Decision-Making: How Behavioural Science Can Improve Opportunity in the UK (London: 
Behavioural Insights Team, 2016), http://38r8om2xjhhl25mw24492dir.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/
uploads/2017/02/JRF-poverty-and-decision-making.pdf.

22 Several countries have integration contracts, and many are moving toward making participation in job search and 
orientation training compulsory. See, for instance, Regina Konle-Seidl, Integration of Refugees in Austria, Germany, and 
Sweden: Comparative Analysis (Brussels: European Parliament Directorate-General for Internal Policies, 2017),  
www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/614200/IPOL_STU(2018)614200_EN.pdf. 

23 The Behavioural Insights Team ran a trial with the UK Department for Work and Pensions and Public Employment Service 
(Jobcentre Plus) to redesign the benefits and job search process. Advisors pushed jobseekers to conduct a greater number 
of job searches rather than just fulfilling minimum requirements. The results included a five-point increase in jobseekers 
finding employment/leaving benefits, and improvements in staff happiness. A larger-scale trial found smaller but still 
positive effects. See Behavioural Insights Team, The Behavioural Insights Team: Update Report 2013–2015.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fraud-error-and-debt-behavioural-insights-team-paper
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fraud-error-and-debt-behavioural-insights-team-paper
http://www.behaviouralinsights.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/BIT_Update-Report-Final-2013-2015.pdf
http://www.behaviouralinsights.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/BIT_Update-Report-Final-2013-2015.pdf
http://www.behaviouralinsights.co.uk/trial-results/improving-road-safety-new-results/.
http://38r8om2xjhhl25mw24492dir.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/JRF-poverty-and-decision-making.pdf
http://38r8om2xjhhl25mw24492dir.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/JRF-poverty-and-decision-making.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/614200/IPOL_STU(2018)614200_EN.pdf
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health check-ups),24 which could ultimately save countries money in the long run. Efforts to encour-
age citizenship acquisition are among the most advanced; a trial currently running in New York State 
offers eligible applicants the chance to win a voucher to cover the costs of naturalisation, doubling 
application rates.25 Trials in London are using the citizenship acquisition process to encourage appli-
cants to be active members of society as volunteers, voters, and blood donors.26 

Box 1.  Five ideas for experiments to promote social cohesion: A behavioural  
  approach
1. Perspective-taking and empathy. Experiments have shown that encouraging people to consider someone 
else’s experiences can reduce stereotypes and break down barriers. Applications to integration policy could 
include teaching young people about how societies change over time. For instance, Indian immigrants to the United 
Kingdom, who often worked as shopkeepers in prior decades, are now well represented in the medical and legal 
professions. Or virtual reality could be used to introduce young people to how others (including immigrants) 
experience life, following on from experiments that have used this technology to show participants what it is like 
to be disabled or colour-blind.

2. Encouraging people to identify their similarities. Doing so, experiments have found, can reduce focus on 
differences. For instance, 15- and 16-year-olds working with the National Citizen Service in the United Kingdom 
expressed higher levels of trust during ‘icebreakers’ (i.e., group conversations) that focused on team members’ 
similarities than those that focused on their differences, including strengths and weaknesses. An application 
that might reduce segregation in schools would be to publish data on school diversity that focus on shared 
characteristics within neighbourhoods instead of on different ethnic or socioeconomic backgrounds.

3. Promoting social mixing. Extensive research has shown that increased contact between groups can reduce 
conflict and prejudice. Efforts to foster social mixing could include designing nudges (e.g., free food or snacks) 
to encourage students to sit in different seats at lunchtime, to reduce the likelihood they will only socialise with 
those from the same racial or ethnic background. Students could also be encouraged to discuss things they 
have in common with peers they have not yet spoken with. While increasing direct contact between groups has 
the greatest effect, even indirect contact can have positive effects—this could include immersion exercises that 
encourage students to ‘walk in each other’s shoes’ or immersive theatre, where the audience moves around and 
can interact with actors and settings.

4. Using competitive play to strengthen bonds and promote cooperation. Evidence suggests that competition 
between groups can strengthen bonds within groups and promote cooperation. For instance, students might be 
assigned to teams based on random characteristics (e.g., red or green t-shirts) to promote bonding within newly 
formed, multiethnic groups. This approach is based on the reality that, while in-group bias cannot be eradicated, 
people often identify with multiple, overlapping groups.

5. Cooperative learning to foster social connections. When groups of students from different backgrounds 
teach and learn from one another, this can promote positive interethnic attitudes and intergroup friendships. 
Cooperative learning activities could bring together students from segregated schools to learn collaboratively. In 
Northern Ireland, for example, shared education programmes for pupils from Catholic and Protestant schools 
encouraged cross-group friendships and greater trust.

Source: Meghan Benton, Antonio Silva, and Will Somerville, Applying Behavioural Insights to Support Immigrant 
Integration and Social Cohesion (Brussels: Migration Policy Institute Europe, 2018), www.migrationpolicy.org/research/
behavioral-insights-immigrant-integration-social-cohesion.

24 An intervention in the United States found that texting low-income individuals who had not seen a primary care physician 
to say they had been selected for a free check-up had greater results than informing them that they were entitled to a 
check-up or prompting them to ‘take care of yourself so you can take care of the ones you love’. See Behavioral Insights 
Team North America, Behavioral Insights for Cities (New York: Behavioral Insights Team North America, 2016),  
www.behaviouralinsights.co.uk/publications/behavioral-insights-for-making-cities-better/.

25 Immigration Policy Lab, ‘Lifting Barriers to Citizenship’ (policy brief, Immigration Policy Lab, Stanford, CA, January 2018), 
www.immigrationlab.org/project/equal-access-citizenship/.

26 Greater London Authority, All of Us: The Mayor’s Strategy for Social Integration (London: Greater London Authority, 2018), 
44, www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/social_integration_strategy.pdf.

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/behavioral-insights-immigrant-integration-social-cohesion
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/behavioral-insights-immigrant-integration-social-cohesion
https://www.behaviouralinsights.co.uk/publications/behavioral-insights-for-making-cities-better/
http://www.immigrationlab.org/project/equal-access-citizenship/
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/social_integration_strategy.pdf
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While these possibilities are highly promising, the potential of behavioural insights to promote integration has 
not been rigorously assessed. When it comes to integration, it is difficult to identify concrete outcomes that 
can be measured in a reasonable timeframe, a process core to the behavioural approach. Developing measur-
able indicators for ‘soft’ outcomes such as community cohesion and feelings of belonging associated with 
positive integration could, in theory, allow RCTs to evaluate the success of interventions on a societal level.27 

Another challenge is knowing where to start, especially in a situation of limited funding. Moreover, because 
the application of behavioural insights crosses government policy areas, it is difficult to know who should 
lead these types of initiatives. Yet even if the exact path is unclear, the relative low cost of many behavioural 
interventions suggests that the approach is worth investing in, especially because even small changes (such as 
a 5 to 7 per cent increase in service take-up or positive attitudes) can result in significant savings and positive 
benefits when scaled up. Since the approach is experimental and evidence based, it recommends that interven-
tions start with small trials that are robustly evaluated before being scaled up, instead of introducing untested, 
structural reforms from the onset.

B. Funding the unpopular: Innovative financing models

Social impact bonds (SIBs) can help bring in external funding for programmes that might otherwise struggle 
to attract the necessary financial or political capital, either because their results take a long time to materialise 
or because they benefit politically unpopular groups, including migrants and refugees. 

Such an approach is especially promising in the current fiscal climate, where innovative social projects that 
are high risk and do not promise short-term payoffs rarely get prioritised. SIBs remove the risk of such invest-
ments by requiring governments to pay only if certain results are achieved, in what is sometimes called the 
‘payment-by-results’ model. SIBs have been used to attract investment in efforts to overcome some of the 
thorniest social challenges. One high-profile example involves Peterborough prison in the United Kingdom, 
where the reoffence rate of adult male offenders who served a relatively short sentence was reduced by 9 per 
cent overall compared to a control group by providing ‘through-the-gate’ and post-release support in the form 
of case workers who assessed their support needs and planned rehabilitation activities.28 

SIBs remove the risk of such investments by requiring governments to pay only if certain 
results are achieved.

To work, SIBs require clear definitions of success and benchmarks to assess progress along the lifecycle of 
the project. Because the business model is based on demonstrating impact, projects are required to report on 
outcomes, such as employment rates, as opposed to outputs, such as number of participants graduating from 
the programme. This has several benefits, including demanding greater impact measurement and data gather-
ing from the implementing partners on the ground. Another key strength of SIBs is their structure, which by 
design involves strong multistakeholder partnerships. Often, these public-private partnerships are composed 
of several contracting partners, which can include the service provider (e.g., a nongovernmental organisation, 
or NGO), an initial investor that provides up-front capital (e.g., a private sector company), an outcomes payer 

27 The Behavioural Insights Team uses a questionnaire to measure social indicators of integration, which can be given to 
participants at various stages in the trial. The questionnaire provides a benchmark to compare results of the RCT, such as 
changes in perception of others before and after an intervention. 

28 Social Finance, ‘World’s 1st Social Impact Bond Shown to Cut Reoffending and to Make Impact Investors a Return’ (press 
release, 27 July 2017), www.socialfinance.org.uk/sites/default/files/news/final-press-release-pb-july-2017.pdf; Emma 
Disley, Chris Giacomantonio, Kristy Kruithof, and Megan Sim, The Payment by Results Social Impact Bond Pilot at HMP 
Peterborough: Final Process Evaluation Report (London: UK Government, 2015), https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/486512/social-impact-bond-pilot-peterborough-report.pdf.

https://www.socialfinance.org.uk/sites/default/files/news/final-press-release-pb-july-2017.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/486512/social-impact-bond-pilot-peterborough-report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/486512/social-impact-bond-pilot-peterborough-report.pdf
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(e.g., government), and an independent evaluator that measures the impact and outcomes of the interven-
tion. Thus, this model encourages collaboration between diverse partners that might not usually interact. If 
the project is successful, the investor is reimbursed (usually by the government); if not, the investor will lose 
some or all of their capital.

Thus far, only a few SIBs have addressed integration, even though the model shows considerable promise in 
this policy area. Examples include, in Belgium, the ‘DUO for a JOB’ SIB, which matched mentors (most of 
them recent retirees) with young migrants who had arrived within the past five years. In 2017, 74 per cent of 
the 648 ‘duos’ resulted in a positive outcome, including a short-term or permanent contract, traineeship, or 
further studies.29 In Finland, a SIB for the employment of immigrants piloted in 2016 and trialled for three 
years is expected to support the integration of at least 2,000 migrants through the provision of training and 
job-matching assistance.30 

While the model appears promising for integration, several challenges could undermine its effectiveness if 
not successfully managed. First, it is important to define success and how it will be measured. Key social 
indicators, such as professional networks or a sense of belonging, are critical but more difficult to measure 
than narrow employment indicators that provide only a small snapshot of one aspect of integration. Second, 
all partners must manage risk. If a project fails to achieve desirable outcomes the investor can lose some or all 
of their capital. Private investors in particular might find it difficult to risk their returns on investment, given 
much is untested in integration. Third, SIBs’ complex partnerships demand considerable time and human re-
sources.31 Innovative yet inexperienced social enterprises would quickly be overwhelmed by overinvestment, 
and service providers often experience a steep learning curve.32 Governments could consider issuing multiple 
contracts dealing with similar social issues under the same SIB, allowing for smaller portions of money to be 
intelligently invested in earlier stage projects.33

Governments interested in using SIBs should therefore start by analysing their application across areas of in-
tegration policy, focusing on those where it is especially critical to transfer financial risk or where it is difficult 
to make the case for up-front investment and prevention.34 In the process it is important to consider  whether 
social service providers have the capacity to adapt to the demands of financing tied to results, and whether 
other financing mechanisms have been considered.35 

29 DUO for a JOB, Annual Report 2017 (Brussels: DUO for a JOB, 2018), www.duoforajob.be/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/
Annual-Report17-EN-web2-1.pdf.

30 European Commission, ‘Investment Plan for Europe: First Social Impact Bond Scheme in Europe Supports Integration 
in Finland’ (press release, 2 June 2017), https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2014-2019/katainen/
announcements/investment-plan-europe-first-social-impact-bond-scheme-europe-supports-integration-finland_en. The 
Finnish social impact bond for integration is the first of its kind by the European Union as part of the Investment Plan for 
Europe, investing 10 million euros from the European Investment Fund, Epiqus. The European Union has additionally 
released guidance on further social finance investments; see Eva Varga and Malcolm Hayday, A Recipe Book for Social 
Finance: A Practical Guide on Designing and Implementing Initiatives to Develop Social Finance Instruments and Markets 
(Brussels: European Commission Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs, and Inclusion, 2017), https://
publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/f1b8099b-fd4c-11e5-b713-01aa75ed71a1/language-en.

31 Social Finance presentation at the conference ‘Social Innovation for Refugee Inclusion’, organised by MPI Europe in 
conjunction with the European Economic and Social Committee, United States Mission to the European Union, and 
Canadian Mission to the European Union, Brussels, 17 November 2017. 

32 Emily Gustafsson-Wright and Izzy Boggild-Jones, ‘Paying for Social Outcomes: A Review of the Global Impact Bond Market 
in 2017’, Brookings Institution, 17 January 2018, www.brookings.edu/blog/education-plus-development/2018/01/17/
paying-for-social-outcomes-a-review-of-the-global-impact-bond-market-in-2017/.

33 Stellina Galitopoulou and Antonella Noya, ‘Understanding Social Impact Bonds’ (working paper, OECD Publishing, Paris, 
2016), www.oecd.org/cfe/leed/UnderstandingSIBsLux-WorkingPaper.pdf.

34 Government of the United Kingdom, ‘Guidance: Social Impact Bonds’, updated 26 September 2017, www.gov.uk/guidance/
social-impact-bonds.

35 Gustafsson-Wright and Boggild-Jones, ‘Paying for Social Outcomes’.

https://www.duoforajob.be/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Annual-Report17-EN-web2-1.pdf
https://www.duoforajob.be/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Annual-Report17-EN-web2-1.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2014-2019/katainen/announcements/investment-plan-europe-first-social-impact-bond-scheme-europe-supports-integration-finland_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2014-2019/katainen/announcements/investment-plan-europe-first-social-impact-bond-scheme-europe-supports-integration-finland_en
https://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/f1b8099b-fd4c-11e5-b713-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/f1b8099b-fd4c-11e5-b713-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/education-plus-development/2018/01/17/paying-for-social-outcomes-a-review-of-the-global-impact-bond-market-in-2017/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/education-plus-development/2018/01/17/paying-for-social-outcomes-a-review-of-the-global-impact-bond-market-in-2017/
http://www.oecd.org/cfe/leed/UnderstandingSIBsLux-WorkingPaper.pdf
http://www.gov.uk/guidance/social-impact-bonds
http://www.gov.uk/guidance/social-impact-bonds
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C. Designing services around user needs

Governments could improve the efficiency and effectiveness of services by streamlining the user experience 
and pathways between different services. If newly arrived immigrants find it difficult to navigate services and 
find the right sources of support, this can generate problems and costs further down the line. In one classic 
example, newcomers unsure of how to register to see a doctor end up in the emergency room for an illness 
that would have been otherwise straightforward to treat. Other barriers to services can create social costs; for 
instance, migrants unsure of how the waste and recycling system works may end up upsetting their neigh-
bours by inadvertently breaking local social norms.36 Or people may fall through the net as they transition 
from targeted services for new arrivals to mainstream services.

If newly arrived immigrants find it difficult to navigate services and find the right sources of 
support, this can generate problems and costs further down the line.

Efforts to improve access to services fall into a number of categories:

 � Co-location under one roof. The gold standard here is Portugal’s National Immigrant Support 
Centres (CNAI), which bring together eight government agencies into a one-stop shop. These centres 
offer a range of advice on migrant issues, run interpretation services,, offer ‘sociocultural mediators’ 
who explain processes in a linguistically and culturally appropriate way, and provide community 
development work.37 Offering such services in close proximity has been shown to improve uptake 
and user experience,38 to enable providers to speak to one another, share information, and create more 
efficient processes.39 This model draws on a long tradition of co-located centres that serve the broader 
population, for instance, by bringing together health services, job training, child welfare, housing 
assistance, and domestic violence services in rural areas.40

 � Two-generation programmes. This variant of co-located services has emerged in the United States 
and is based on the recognition that the success of children depends on the wellbeing and stability 
of their parents and families.41 Since immigrant parents often prioritise their children’s education, 
linking services for children and other family members can act as a route to address their needs. 
Initiatives that follow this model may combine child care and health services for children with basic 
language and literacy for adults, alongside cultural orientation, physical and mental health, housing 
needs, parenting support, and workforce training and support. Elements of successful programmes 
include bilingual staff with sensitivities to home languages and cultures, support building the social 
capital of immigrant families (for instance, peer support networks for new mothers), a holistic needs 
assessment (including through home visits), and strong relationships with immigrant associations. 

36 Alice Sachrajda and Phoebe Griffith, Shared Ground: Strategies for Living Well Together in an Era of High Immigration 
(London: Institute for Public Policy Research, 2014), www.ippr.org/read/shared-ground-strategies-for-living-well-
together-in-an-era-of-high-immigration.

37 Alto Comissariado para as Migrações, ‘National Immigrant Support Centre (CNAI)’, accessed 13 December 2018,  
www.acm.gov.pt/-/cnai-centro-nacional-de-apoio-ao-imigrante.

38 An external evaluation of the CNAI found that users were overwhelmingly satisfied and that they found the quality of 
service at the CNAI higher than during other encounters with similar institutions. See Maria Abranches, Evaluation of 
National Immigrant Support Centres—Portugal (Lisbon: International Organisation for Migration, 2007).

39 Catarina Reis Oliviera, Maria Abranches, and Claire Healy, Handbook on How to Implement a One-Stop-Shop for Immigrant 
Integration (Lisbon: ACIDI, 2009), www.acm.gov.pt/documents/10181/148599/Handbook_web.pdf/d7b60773-097b-
4649-9728-6471dd15bbf5.

40 Rural Health Information Hub, ‘Rural Services Integration Toolkit—Co-Location of Services Model’, accessed 5 November 
2018, www.ruralhealthinfo.org/toolkits/services-integration/2/co-location.

41 Maki Park, Margie McHugh, and Caitlin Katsiaficas, Serving Immigrant Families through Two-Generation Programs: 
Identifying Family Needs and Responsive Program Approaches (Washington, DC: MPI, 2016), www.migrationpolicy.org/
research/serving-immigrant-families-through-two-generation-programs-identifying-family-needs-and.

http://www.ippr.org/read/shared-ground-strategies-for-living-well-together-in-an-era-of-high-immigration
http://www.ippr.org/read/shared-ground-strategies-for-living-well-together-in-an-era-of-high-immigration
https://www.acm.gov.pt/-/cnai-centro-nacional-de-apoio-ao-imigrante
http://www.acm.gov.pt/documents/10181/148599/Handbook_web.pdf/d7b60773-097b-4649-9728-6471dd15bbf5
http://www.acm.gov.pt/documents/10181/148599/Handbook_web.pdf/d7b60773-097b-4649-9728-6471dd15bbf5
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/toolkits/services-integration/2/co-location
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/serving-immigrant-families-through-two-generation-programs-identifying-family-needs-and
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/serving-immigrant-families-through-two-generation-programs-identifying-family-needs-and
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Since access to some benefits and services may be restricted to certain family members (specially in 
mixed-status families), programmes have to be creative in the way they ‘braid’ funding together from 
multiple sources.42

 � Improving transitions between services. When certain vulnerable or underserved communities move 
between statuses, they can lose access to certain services. For instance, when asylum seekers are 
granted refugee status in the United Kingdom, they move from government accommodation in the 
asylum system to mainstream benefits and accommodation systems, but the period of transition takes 
four weeks; refugee families not receiving the right support are at risk of becoming homeless during 
this four-week period. The Behavioural Insights Team in London is investigating the use of small 
nudges to encourage refugees to register for housing and services, such as by clarifying the commu-
nications they receive, automatically booking interviews with job and benefits systems, and setting up 
housing system appointments.43 

 � Employing design principles. Human-centred design principles seek to understand the complex 
needs of various target groups when designing services. For instance, the Norwegian Directorate 
of Immigration commissioned an analysis of how people from different nationalities, ages, and life 
stages experienced immigration services, based on complaints and intensive case studies, to identify 
blockages, bottlenecks, and frustrations in the user experience.44 Similarly, the U.S. government 
digital service 18F spoke to dozens of people who had been through the naturalisation process and 
interviewed frontline officials and other staff to help the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services 
(USCIS) update their naturalisation form to make it easier to follow, and to create a benefit-finding 
tool to help individuals see what programmes and resources they are eligible for.45 Efforts that follow 
good design principles often involve changes to the wording, format, and touchpoints that people 
come into contact with, based on evidence on how people use services.

 � Providing information in multiple languages and/or formats. A similar approach is to simplify 
information or make it available in multiple forms. The UK Government Digital Service has a goal of 
rewriting all government digital communications for a reading age of 9, considered the lowest level at 
which it is still possible to convey complex information.46 Such an approach is likely to help migrants 
and refugees with limited English language proficiency, but a more direct approach is to translate 
government websites into multiple languages.47 To reach people with limited literacy, storyboards 
and pictures are another option. For instance, the German Federal Office for Migration and Refugees 
redesigned all of its documents on the asylum process to explain the process to people with limited or 
no language proficiency or literacy.48

In a digitised world where many migrants and refugees rely on the internet and social media for information, 
designing services around user needs has to involve a heavy focus on digital services—not just the design 
of websites, but the ease of online applications, the accessibility of online information through smartphones, 
and the provision of information through social media. At the same time, it is important to understand that an 
individual’s proficiency in using a smartphone to contact family and friends through Facebook or WhatsApp 

42 Ibid.
43 Comments by Antonio Silva during ‘The Next Frontier in Immigrant Integration Policy? Using Behavioral Insights to Foster 

Social Cohesion’ webinar, MPI Europe, 16 October 2018, www.migrationpolicy.org/events/next-frontier-immigrant-
integration-policy-using-behavioral-insights-foster-social-cohesion. 

44 For instance, they found that one-third of users had difficulties dealing with written text. As a result, they identified 
some design principles that would shape all future information. See Anders Kjeseth Valdersnes, ‘Guiding Principles for 
Immigration Services’, Livework Studio, accessed 5 November 2018, www.liveworkstudio.com/client-cases/udi_guiding-
principles-for-immigration-services/.

45 18F, ‘Humanizing the Citizenship Process’,  accessed 5 November 2018, https://18f.gsa.gov/what-we-deliver/myuscis/.
46 UK Government Digital Service, ‘Content Design: Planning, Writing, and Managing Content’, updated 10 December 2018, 

www.gov.uk/guidance/content-design/writing-for-gov-uk.  
47 The German Credential Recognition portal is a best-in-class example.
48 German Federal Office for Migration and Refugees (BAMF), ‘Asylum and Refugee Protection’, accessed 5 November 2018, 

www.bamf.de/EN/Fluechtlingsschutz/fluechtlingsschutz-node.html.
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does not mean that someone will be able to claim their benefits online, or that they have reliable access to data 
or Wi-Fi. Understanding the various ways that digital exclusion and lack of digital proficiency can interact to 
create blockages and barriers to services is key.49

Technologists and officials who work in digital services often make the point that the process of digitisation 
has to involve a redesign of the whole service, thinking through both its online and offline elements. For in-
stance, governments that wish to assess how open the process of registering children for school is to migrants 
and refugees might wish to interview a sample of migrant parents on their experiences of this process, includ-
ing which service providers they interacted with, where they sought information, and all forms of contact 
(phone, web, personal meetings, letters) that they used in their ‘user journey’.50 Moreover, redesigning offline 
and online services together can identify opportunities for greater efficiencies. For instance, in health services, 
apps and digital tools are being developed that help people prepare for doctors’ appointments as a way to 
make better use of the time people have with service providers.51 In general, the rising diversity of popula-
tions points to the need for more rigorous testing of how migrants and refugees behave as service users. 

D. Planning for future challenges: Foresight methods

With seismic changes to labour markets on the horizon, ageing populations and rising welfare costs in Eu-
rope, climate change, geopolitical unrest, and demographic change in Africa, it has become more important 
than ever to plan for future challenges and consider the implications of various scenarios for migration and 
integration policy. 

Futures or ‘foresight’ methods such as horizon scanning and scenario planning have long been used to help 
governments understand emerging trends and better plan for the future.52 Foresight methods identify emerg-
ing issues, explore how external drivers of change are shaping different systems, develop scenarios to explore 
what new challenges may emerge, and then develop and test strategies and policies to see if they are resilient 
across a range of features.53 This approach is not about predicting the future but encouraging policymakers to 
think outside their usual sphere of reference and mode of working.54

These scenario exercises have been instrumental in driving through important change, as when a group of 
prominent politicians, academics, and business leaders discussed how to negotiate the transition to democracy 
in post-apartheid South Africa, which was critical in brokering political compromise.55 But while foresight 
is a common part of policy and planning in international relations, defence, and environmental policy, there 

49 For a discussion of the way that hidden barriers to digital services can manifest, see Zack Quaintance, ‘The Quest for 
Digital Equity’, Government Technology, March 2018, www.govtech.com/civic/The-Quest-for-Digital-Equity.html. 

50 Mindlab, ‘User Journey’, accessed 12 December 2018, http://mind-lab.dk/en/user-journey.
51 C-App helps people prepare for employment and support allowance (ESA) and personal independence payment (PIP) 

assessments, and DocReady helps young people with mental health problems prepare for doctors’ appointments. See 
Public Service Transformation Academy, Public Service: State of Transformation (London: Public Service Transformation 
Academy, 2018), www.publicservicetransformation.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/PSTA-public-service-state-
of-transformation-report-think-pieces-v2.1NS-e-version.pdf; C-App, ‘Need Help Applying for PIP or ESA?’, accessed 5 
November 2018, http://c-app.org.uk/.

52 Foresight Horizon Scanning Centre, ‘Scenario Planning’ (guidance note, Foresight Horizon Scanning Centre, Government 
Office for Science, London, 2009), http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20140108141323/http://www.bis.gov.uk/
assets/foresight/docs/horizon-scanning-centre/foresight_scenario_planning.pdf.

53 Participant discussion during the ‘Rethinking Integration Governance’ meeting. 
54 For instance, a UK government blog post describes how horizon scanning is about ‘asking the “unasked questions”’. See 

John Carney, ‘The Ten Commandments of Horizon Scanning’, Foresight, UK Government Office for Science, 8 March 2018, 
https://foresightprojects.blog.gov.uk/2018/03/08/the-ten-commandments-of-horizon-scanning/.

55 Adam Kahane, ‘Learning from Experience: The Mont Fleur Scenario Exercise’, Reos Partners, 14 March 2010,  
https://reospartners.com/learning-from-experience-the-mont-fleur-scenario-exercise/.
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are few examples in migration or integration.56 Foresight exercises in other policy areas often intersect with 
migration and integration issues, such as those that have explored the future of welfare systems, identity, 
governance, skills policy, globalisation, and the future of Europe,57 but they have rarely focused on migration 
or integration alone. 

Policymakers interested in pursuing futures methods in these areas should be clear about whether the goal is 
diagnosing underexamined challenges and planning for potential risks, or identifying new solutions and ap-
proaches.58 For instance, the European Commission’s 2017 white paper on scenarios for the future of Europe 
was criticised by some as an alternative to articulating a clear vision.59 If futures reports are seen as tokenistic 
rather than serving a real purpose, they will struggle to get buy-in among key audiences.

Another key parameter is the time period in question. Horizon scanning can be extremely helpful in manag-
ing risks. But the longer out that policymakers wish to plan, the greater the uncertainty. Beyond two to three 
years, it becomes difficult to make predictions. However, this is precisely the timeframe that could be most 
advantageous for helping them move beyond their usual planning processes, which tend to be tied to electoral 
cycles. 

Horizon scanning can be extremely helpful in managing risks. But the longer out that 
policymakers wish to plan, the greater the uncertainty. 

Finally, the question of which actors should lead and engage with this exercise can make the difference 
between success and failure. Officials responsible for everyday integration challenges may be under pressure 
to prioritise short-term challenges, rather than plan for long-term risks. As a result, there might be a case for 
creating independent roles or bodies that perform a foresight function, and for ensuring that these are insu-
lated from the political world.60 However, architects of foresight exercises need to ensure that those who will 
be consumers of the final product (i.e., policymakers) will also own the process, to some extent. Conducting a 
foresight exercise provides an opportunity to bring together people from different ministries with those from 
outside government who have specific expertise.61 By contrast, outsourcing to consultants and then bringing 
in government only at the final stages will have less impact. It is important to gather the right experts around 
the table, which may be especially complex in migration and integration policy, which depends on so many 

56 A couple of exceptions to this include OECD, The Future of International Migration to OECD Countries (Paris: OECD 
Publishing, 2009), www.oecd-ilibrary.org/content/publication/9789264064126-en; Government of the United Kingdom, 
Migration and Global Environmental Change: Future Challenges and Opportunities (London: UK Government Office for 
Science, 2011), www.gov.uk/government/publications/migration-and-global-environmental-change-future-challenges-
and-opportunities.

57 For instance, European Commission, White Paper on the Future of Europe: Five Scenarios (Brussels: European Commission, 
2017), https://ec.europa.eu/commission/future-europe/white-paper-future-europe/white-paper-future-europe-five-
scenarios_en. 

58 Some futures reports are designed to inspire, rather than guide, planning by showing what is possible/setting out a vision. 
See Meghan Benton and Julie Simon, Connected Councils: A Digital Vision of Local Government in 2025 (London: Nesta, 
2016), www.nesta.org.uk/report/connected-councils-a-digital-vision-of-local-government-in-2025/.

59 European Commission, White Paper on the Future of Europe. Five reflection papers were published alongside this on 
specific dimensions of Europe’s future: the social dimension of Europe, globalisation, economic and monetary union, 
European defence, and EU finances. This paper had a mixed reception, with the European Council on Foreign Relations 
describing it as reading ‘like a run-of-the-mill think-tank report from ten years ago’. See Josef Janning, ‘Scenarios for 
Europe: Deciphering Juncker’s White Paper’, European Council on Foreign Relations, 3 March 2017, www.ecfr.eu/article/
commentary_scenarios_for_europe_deciphering_junckers_white_paper. Similarly, Carnegie Europe claiming it lacked ‘a 
strategic compass and ambition’. See Judy Dempsey, ‘The EU’s Loss of Direction’, Carnegie Europe, 2 March 2017,  
http://carnegieeurope.eu/strategiceurope/?fa=68156.

60 Discussion at a foresight workshop during a Integration Futures Working Group roundtable. 
61 UK Cabinet Office, ‘Review of Cross-Government Horizon Scanning’ (policy paper, UK Cabinet Office, London, 21 January 

2013), www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-cross-government-horizon-scanning.
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different fields, from terrorism and global instability to labour markets and communities.62 Participants will 
need to bridge expertise that is thematic, regional, and methodological. Ultimately, it is important to get 
buy-in from and explain to participants the value of a foresight exercise, as well as to have senior leadership 
guiding the process.

E. Assessing the social returns on investments: Cost-benefit 
analysis

Many Western European countries have dramatically ramped up spending on integration, in the hope that it 
will help the large numbers of recent arrivals find work and settle into their new societies.63 But very little is 
known about where best to target these investments. Few governments have good data on what constitutes 
value for money in integration since investments rarely pay off right away. Moreover, very few evaluations 
of policies can prove causality (i.e., that certain outcomes are the result of a specific intervention), and even 
high-quality evaluations generally only look at the short-term effects of policies. Given that integration takes 
time, as do many of the benefits of integration programmes, policymakers may struggle to prioritise invest-
ments. In fact, they may find it difficult to make the case for investments at all, especially in light of rising 
animosity toward migrants and spending on their needs. As one participant in the March 2018 MPI Europe 
roundtable put it, ‘We have to explain that the cost of integration is less than the cost of nonintegration.’64

Few governments have good data on what constitutes value for money in integration since 
investments rarely pay off right away.

Doing so is no easy task, but it may be possible. Other policy areas, such as health or criminal justice, have 
seen a revolution in evidence (marked by greater emphasis on high-quality evaluation) and in the ways that 
this evidence is used (including a greater emphasis on value for money and cost-benefit analysis). There are 
now established methods for predicting the likely cost savings associated with a particular programme. In 
particular, these economic modelling methods look beyond the fiscal benefits of a programme (i.e., money 
saved in taxes) to quantify long-term effects by translating the social benefit of, for example, reducing crime 
or improving public health into a monetary figure. These techniques are especially promising for refugee and 
migrant integration, since integration takes a long time and the greatest potential costs of not intervening are 
thought to be persistent social exclusion and intergenerational disadvantage—that is, investment goes much 
further than just the cost of supporting newcomers who are out of work.

62 The difficulties of planning for migration are clearly illustrated by an OECD report that predates the migration crisis: 
OECD, The Future of International Migration to OECD Countries.

63 For example, the Swedish government committed to investing 1.669 million krona (more than 180 million euros) over 
the 2016–19 period for measures aimed at fast-tracking introduction programme participants into employment and 
reinforcing other labour-market-oriented activities to accelerate the transition of new arrivals. See Maria Vincenza 
Desiderio, Integrating Refugees into Host Country Labor Markets: Challenges and Policy Options (Washington, DC: MPI, 
2016), www.migrationpolicy.org/research/integrating-refugees-host-country-labor-markets-challenges-and-policy-
options. The Austrian government has set up a special fund amounting to EUR 75 million, with EUR 70 million redirected 
to active labour market policies. See Austrian Federal Ministry of Finance, Austrian Draft Budgetary Plan 2016 (Vienna: 
Austrian Federal Ministry of Finance, 2016), https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/file_import/2016-10-12_at_dbp_
en_1.pdf. And the German government agreed to allocate 7 billion euros to the Länder for the integration of refugees and 
asylum seekers for the 2016–19 period (2 billion euros per year, plus an additional half a billion in 2017 and 2019 toward 
housing specifically). A large proportion of this is likely to go to labour-market integration. See Der Tagesspiegel, ‘Bund 
zahlt 7 Milliarden Euro für Integration’, Der Tagesspiegel, 7 July 2016, www.tagesspiegel.de/politik/fluechtlinge-bund-
zahlt-7-milliarden-euro-fuer-integration/13847682.html.

64 Participant comments during the ‘Rethinking Integration Governance’ meeting.
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Such methods allow researchers to model the likely long-term outcomes of interventions—even in the ab-
sence of robust evaluation evidence on such interventions, which may be brand new. In other words, it allows 
decisionmakers to say: if a training programme has its desired effect, policymakers can expect that for every 
X euros of investment, they will receive a Y-euro return over a 30-year time period. 

MPI Europe has recently scoped the potential for economic modelling that would look at the long-term and 
social effects of labour-market integration programmes, beyond mere tax income and public spending. There 
are four basic steps to such an analysis: (1) including a social-welfare function that specifies how to count 
people’s interests and whose interests to include, (2) working out a wide set of immediate outcomes that could 
plausibly be attributed to the programme—such as job quality and skills acquisition—even if they are based 
on predictions rather than evidence, (3) modelling the causal connection between such initial outcomes and 
broader social effects, and (4) establishing the monetary value of the total socioeconomic impact.65 Done 
right, such an exercise could help policymakers reassure sceptical publics and the ministries that hold the 
purse strings that it is worth investing in integration. For example, this kind of modelling would find a way to 
operationalise the point that migrants’ integration merits investment to avoid greater long-run costs (such as 
social exclusion or criminality in subsequent generations). 
 
While this approach shows considerable promise, it is currently limited by the weak evidence on integration. 
The MPI Europe methodology recommends using existing ‘causal mechanisms’—literature on how the im-
mediate outcomes of interventions might ultimately affect other social goals—as the basis of the economic 
modelling.66 But since very little of this literature is specific to immigrants, let alone refugees, right now any 
economic model would have to handle considerable uncertainty. Any cost-benefit analysis should therefore 
be accompanied by efforts to improve the quality of evidence on integration policy as a way to improve the 
robustness of estimates (see Section III.F.).

However, this is not to say that the exercise of thinking through the possible social returns on investment is 
pointless. Just the process of articulating the desired and possible effects of an intervention, especially when 
based on rigorous evidence, could lead to better outcomes in the long run. In particular, such an exercise 
could help clarify the time period in which policymakers might expect to see a payoff from a particular in-
vestment, which could guide them as they manage public expectations of integration policy. 

F. Understanding what works: An evidence revolution in  
integration policy?

Very few evaluations of integration efforts are robust enough to prove that differences in outcomes were 
caused by the intervention. While a handful of RCTs—often described as the gold standard of evaluation—
have been carried out in the integration field, most of these are limited to pilot studies or experiments inves-

65 Meghan Benton and Paul Diegert, A Needed Evidence Revolution: Using Cost-Benefit Analysis to Improve Refugee Integration 
Programming (Brussels: MPI Europe, 2018), www.migrationpolicy.org/research/cost-benefit-analysis-refugee-
integration-programming. For instance, this methodology recommends exploring how investments in labour-market-
integration programmes for new arrivals might ultimately affect the second generation. Researchers can model how 
parental skills development and work affect children, and then calculate what these effects could mean for children’s 
lifetime earnings. It can also begin to put a value on social cohesion, by modelling the relationship between integration 
outcomes and reducing crime or neighbourhood segregation. The ultimate metric of Quality Adjusted Life Years (QALYs), 
a technique used in cost-benefit analysis in health policy, can translate many of these social benefits into a financial figure. 
This can lead to an economic analysis more in line with what the public actually cares about.

66 These include how people build social networks, the relationship between unemployment and wage scarring (whereby 
workers experience long-term costs to their wages), and how parental stress and poverty affect children’s earnings. Ibid.
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tigating how small changes in the provision of public services affect outcomes.67 Moreover, there is a signifi-
cant lack of longitudinal evidence on long-term integration dynamics.68 In some countries, resistance to more 
data collection and indicators in the area of integration may reflect a perception that the European Commis-
sion is checking up on EU Member States.69

67 For instance, an evaluation of intensive counselling and coaching in the Public Employment Service (PES) in Sweden 
assigned participants into either treatment (intensive coaching) or control (regular introduction programmes) groups 
and found that intensive coaching increased the chance of employment. The study assessed measures such as intensive 
counselling and coaching by PES caseworkers to see whether these improve the employment prospects of new 
immigrants in Sweden. A pilot introduction program was implemented from October 2006 to June 2008. Within the 
nine participating municipalities, new immigrants were randomly assigned into either treatment or control groups. The 
introduction programmes targeted immigrants who had been granted permanent residency on humanitarian grounds 
and their families. At the end of the observation period, the treatment group showed a higher relative likelihood of regular 
employment, by almost 6 percentage points (at 20 per cent compared to 14 per cent). See Pernilla Andersson Joona 
and Lena Nekby, ‘Intensive Coaching of New Immigrants: An Evaluation Based on Random Program Assignment’, The 
Scandinavian Journal of Economics 114, no. 2 (2012): 575–600. Another trial examined the impact of early registration 
with the PES. See Pernilla Andersson Joona and Lena Nekby, ‘TIPping the Scales towards Greater Employment Chances? 
Evaluation of a Trial Introduction Program (TIP) for Newly-Arrived Immigrants Based on Random Program Assignment’ 
(discussion paper 4072, IZA Institute of Labour Economics, Bonn, Germany, March 2009), www.iza.org/publications/
dp/4072/tipping-the-scales-towards-greater-employment-chances-evaluation-of-a-trial-introduction-program-tip-for-
newly-arrived-immigrants-based-on-random-program-assignment.

68 Benton and Diegert, A Needed Evidence Revolution.
69 Participant comments during the ‘Rethinking Integration Governance’ meeting.

Box 2.  The benefits and limitations of randomised control trials 
Randomised control trials (RCTs) are considered the most robust methodology for considering whether a cause-
and-effect relationship exists between an intervention and an outcome. Importantly, RCTs try to rule out the 
possibility that a perceived result of an intervention was not caused by an external factor. RCTs are double blind, 
meaning that any information that may influence the perception of the subject or observer is withheld until after 
the test, and groups which are to be tested are randomly allocated, removing any systematic differences in each 
intervention group that may affect the outcome. 

Usually used for health-care interventions, such as testing new drugs, RCTs are increasingly being used in other 
policy fields, including integration. Examples include early prevention programmes promoting the social integration 
of children with a migration background, and efforts to improve understanding of the barriers to citizenship low-
income immigrants face. 

RCTs are resource intensive and occupy significant amounts of time, making their use largely dependent on the 
availability of experts. They are thus largely out of reach for smaller social enterprises unless these are part of a 
consortium (say, as part of a social impact bond, or SIB) that includes dedicated researchers set out to evaluate 
specific interventions. Moreover, RCTs can test only small tweaks and marginal changes, meaning they must be 
complemented by deeper, longitudinal programme evaluations if governments wish to understand how integration 
dynamics play out over time.

Sources: Bonnie Sibbald and Martin Roland, ‘Understanding Controlled Trials: Why Are Randomised Controlled Trials 
Important?’ BMJ 316, no. 7126 (1998): 201; Judith Lebiger-Vogel et al., ‘First Steps—A Randomized Controlled Trial 
on the Evaluation of the Implementation and Effectiveness of Two Early Prevention Programs for Promoting the 
Social Integration and a Healthy Development of Children with an Immigrant Background from 0–3’, BMC Psychology 
3, no. 1 (2015): 21; Jens Hainmueller et al., ‘A Randomized Controlled Design Reveals Barriers to Citizenship for 
Low-Income Immigrants’, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 115, no. 5 (2018): 939–44; Megan Benton 
and Paul Diegert, A Needed Evidence Revolution: Using Cost-Benefit Analysis to Improve Refugee Integration Programming 
(Brussels: Migration Policy Institute Europe, 2018), www.migrationpolicy.org/research/cost-benefit-analysis-refugee-
integration-programming. 
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The 2015–16 migration crisis attracted new interest from think tanks, foundations, academics, and young 
researchers interested in contributing to the evidence base for integration outcomes. However, these actors do 
not necessarily know where to invest. The crisis generated some natural experiments that researchers could 
leverage to fill some of these gaps. For instance, if particular regions were required to accept a certain portion 
of refugees,70 and this allocation was random, researchers could examine variation in the outcomes of refugees 
in different localities. Policies introduced on a national level at the height of the flows could allow researchers 
to compare outcomes for cohorts with similar demographics that arrived before and after the change. And the 
different treatment of asylum seekers from different countries (for instance, where certain services were offered 
to asylum seekers from countries with a high recognition rate and denied to those from elsewhere) could create 
a de facto control group, as could delayed access to services in places where they were oversubscribed.71 
 
Governments could help academics invest in high-quality research in these areas. They could also support these 
efforts by making administrative data freely available. Meanwhile, civil-society organisations could consider 
creating a platform for greater coordination and collaboration in the field of refugee evaluation, including by 
encouraging PhD students and early career researchers towards high-value research questions such as those that 
pertain to intergenerational dynamics.

Finally, there may be scope for creating a ‘clearing house’ of evidence on what works in integration policy. This 
could be modelled on the What Works Centres in the United Kingdom, which synthesise existing evidence, 
translate it into a format that policymakers can act on, disseminate it to the wider field, support practitioners and 
service providers in how to use it, and support the production of primary evidence. These centres were set up to 
imbue social policy with the same high standards of evidence as exists in medical services. For instance, in edu-
cation policy alone, the centres have compiled more than 10,000 studies, and conducted more than a hundred of 
their own large-scale RCTs, in the past five years.72 Evidence collected by the centres has already been used to 
make big policy decisions; for instance, more than 22,000 police officers in London are being issued with body 
cameras because evidence indicates that such cameras can reduce allegations against the police by a third party 
and support the prosecution of violent crimes.73

In the interim, policymakers could rely on systematic assessments of the quality of evidence before proceeding 
with policy changes, basing decisions on more comprehensive evidence of where the gaps lie. Senior officials 
could also support training programmes for junior colleagues on how to understand the quality of evidence. 

IV. MANAGING COMPLEX PARTNERSHIPS IN 
A NEW MIGRATION LANDSCAPE

The 2015–16 migration crisis generated huge cross-sectoral interest in the integration of arriving refugees and 
asylum seekers. Those engaging with integration activities expanded from traditional actors such as govern-

70 The German model is a near example of random allocation. Each of Germany’s Länder is allocated a certain number of 
asylum seekers according to the ‘EASY System’, a quota system that takes into account factors including tax revenue and 
number of inhabitants. However, the decision about which individual asylum seekers are allocated to which Länder is not 
always random, as those with special needs and vulnerabilities may be directed to a Land with a specialised reception facility, 
or those from a specific origin region may be settled in an area with translators to accommodate their language needs. See 
BAMF, ‘Initial Distribution of Asylum Seekers (EASY)’, accessed 13 December 2018, www.bamf.de/EN/Fluechtlingsschutz/
AblaufAsylv/Erstverteilung/erstverteilung-node.html; Deutsche Welle, ‘North-Rhine Westphalia Minister Demands “Equal 
Distribution” of North African Refugees’, Deutsche Welle, 26 January 2016, www.dw.com/en/north-rhine-westphalia-
minister-demands-equal-distibution-of-north-african-refugees/a-19006066.

71 Benton and Diegert, A Needed Evidence Revolution.
72 Jen Gold, The What Works Network: Five Years On (London: What Works Network, 2018), www.gov.uk/government/

publications/the-what-works-network-five-years-on. 
73 Ibid.

http://www.bamf.de/EN/Fluechtlingsschutz/AblaufAsylv/Erstverteilung/erstverteilung-node.html
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ments and NGOs, to include the private sector, social enterprises, and civil-society initiatives. Representa-
tives of the private sector such as Volkswagen have pledged ‘Refugee Aid’ commitments from emergency 
assistance to monetary donations,74 civil-society groups and social enterprises have initiated new projects to 
promote refugee integration, and individuals have volunteered in large numbers during and in the years fol-
lowing the crisis.

This has resulted in the need to manage increasingly complex partnerships and portfolios within a shifting 
landscape of new actors with varying skill sets and knowledge of migration and integration. For example, a 
tech company may have thorough knowledge of the skills required for that sector, but less understanding of 
the challenges refugees face, such as the importance of securing a stable legal status or adequate housing that 
would enable them to participate more fully in upskilling initiatives or vocational training. Alternatively, self-
organised civil-society initiatives may have a good grasp of the social challenges faced by refugees adapting 
to new societies, but lack knowledge of how to engage with the private sector, foundations, or governments to 
secure funding. 

The evolving role of integration policymakers could include managing relations between the widening field 
of integration actors, with the aims of ensuring that best practices are effectively gathered and shared, and that 
partnerships between government and other actors are facilitated. 

A. Managing partnerships with nongovernmental actors

As governments increasingly invest in or conduct joint integration projects with nontraditional actors, poli-
cymakers must navigate an expanding array of complex relationships outside the policy circle. Such partner-
ships risk being derailed by differing professional cultures, standards, and power dynamics. For example, 
a profit-driven company and a grassroots NGO may speak different languages when it comes to defining 
success. One may focus on data-driven growth targets, the other on the social impact within communities. 
Meanwhile, governments may struggle to gain the trust and enlist the support of NGOs and activists, particu-
larly when working on politically divisive topics. Partnerships involving actors from different professional 
backgrounds and outlooks need to develop a shared language with mutually defined expectations.

Such partnerships risk being derailed by differing professional cultures, standards, and power 
dynamics.

Getting the balance right requires an understanding of which constellations of cross-sectoral partnerships can 
serve which aims. Certain partnerships are better placed to achieve some goals than others: if scaling up a 
proven, successful project is the aim, governments, foundations, or the private sector can invest capital either 
upfront or incrementally, depending on the size and administrative capacity of the organisation, the profes-
sional experience and background of staff, and the ability to deliver measurable outcomes. Alternatively, if 
stimulating new innovations is the aim, then smaller incremental funding accompanied by greater mentoring 
and peer support could be considered. 

Several models have already been tested for various combinations, involving two or more partners working 
on integration topics. Each variant of a ‘hybrid partnership’ presents its own set of challenges based on the 
professional experience and perspectives of the actors. For example, the private sector can invest new capital, 
and is increasingly offering donations in-kind (e.g., Airbnb75 rooms or Coursera76 services for refugees), but 

74 Volkswagen Group, ‘Commitment and Conviction: The Volkswagen Group and Its Employees Support Refugees in Many 
Different Ways’, accessed 5 November 2018, www.volkswagenag.com/en/sustainability/refugee-aid.html.

75 Airbnb, ‘Open Homes’, accessed 13 December 2018, www.airbnb.com/openhomes. 
76 Coursera, ‘Coursera for Refugees’, accessed 13 December 2018, www.coursera.org/refugees.
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companies often lack the knowledge of when, how, and where to invest for the best impact, and initiatives 
may end up being small in scale or missing poorly defined or unrealistic targets. 

On the other hand, civil-society organisations and social enterprises working on migrant inclusion are often 
small and thus flexible enough to adjust to changing needs, as identified through their unique vantage point 
working side by side with—or even being co-created by—refugees and migrants. However, such small-scale 
and often localised initiatives can lack the resources and expertise to scale, or even simply sustain, their ac-
tivities or to measure their impact. 

Of the wide array of social initiatives that developed novel or innovative approaches to coping with the inclu-
sion challenges brought about by the 2015–16 migration crisis, many ultimately did not succeed. The danger 
of too much innovation is that it generates shiny new ‘solutions’ with comparatively little impact. For exam-
ple, while technology brings the opportunity to effect change at a large scale, a culture of ‘failing fast’ could 
find vulnerable refugees reliant on a service that disappears from one day to the next.77

The danger of too much innovation is that it generates shiny new ‘solutions’ with 
comparatively little impact.

To achieve lasting impact, partnerships need to play on the strengths of stakeholders and help foster commu-
nication between actors from different organisational cultures. Done right, partnerships can allow policymak-
ers to ‘outsource’ the risky and costly early stages of project ideation and prototyping. This can be done in 
several ways, from pioneering new funding mechanisms to investing in civil-society projects (such as social 
impact bonds, as discussed in Section III. B.) to brokering partnerships between social entrepreneurs and 
NGOs with greater contextual knowledge. 

1. Pr ivate sector

Models for private-sector engagement in integration are varied and include:

 � In-kind or financial support for civil society. Since 2015, the private sector has supported a range 
of civil-society organisations. Examples include tech companies giving office space, laptops, or cash 
donations to tech start-ups working on refugee integration. For example, the German social enterprise 
CodeDoor, which offers scholarships to train refugees to enter the labour market as coders, was given 
free use of office space by SalesForce as part of its corporate social responsibility strategy.78 This sup-
port model provides crucial initial investment in an organisation’s operations; however, it often falls 
short of the longer-term support needed to ensure the sustainability of an organisation, and operations 
could cease if support were withdrawn.

 � Mentoring partnerships. Instead of hardware, office space, or financial donations, private companies 
can dedicate employees’ time to mentoring refugees with a desire to work in the same sector. Social 
enterprises focused on labour-market integration often create ‘buddy programmes’. Many civil-soci-
ety organisations in Germany have adopted this model, including the Digital Career Institute, where a 
12-month course includes mentoring and site visits to companies.79 

77 Meghan Benton and Alex Glennie, Digital Humanitarianism: How Tech Entrepreneurs Are Supporting Refugee Integration 
(Washington, DC: MPI, 2016), www.migrationpolicy.org/research/digital-humanitarianism-how-tech-entrepreneurs-are-
supporting-refugee-integration.

78 Codedoor, ‘CodeDoor—ProjectCode1000: CodeDoor Breaks Barriers with 1,000 Scholarships’, accessed 13 December 
2018, http://codedoor.org/; MPI Europe study visit ‘Exploring Digital Pathways to Refugee Inclusion’, Berlin, 15 January 
2018.

79 Digital Career Institute, ‘Start Your Digital Career’, accessed 13 December 2018, https://digitalcareerinstitute.org/en/. 
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 � Vocational training and apprenticeships. Large companies such as those involved in car manufactur-
ing, telecommunications, or industry can participate in vocational training courses for refugees in 
alignment with government accreditation requirements to train refugees to enter the workforce. This 
enables newcomers to gain valuable in-country skills, facilitate networking and language skills, and 
increase knowledge of workplace culture in their host countries. For example, the German Federal 
Employment Agency has coordinated with the Federal Office for Migration and Refugees to develop 
vocational language training, offered in cooperation with employers and trade unions, ideally on the 
job.80 Sweden offers unaccompanied minors apprenticeships through its integration programme.81 
Both the Swedish and German models are government-funded examples of joint public-private 
programming. 

 � Investing in innovative funding models. Private companies are uniquely placed as partners and 
investors in innovative financing models (e.g., SIBs or payment-by-results) to support refugee inclu-
sion. Such models outsource the risk from government, and successful investments are paid back in 
full. 

 � Sustainability-driven partnerships. These longer-term partnerships involve a more hands-on ap-
proach and can include larger and sustained investment of capital and in-kind donations combined 
with mentoring, peer support, knowledge exchange, and administrative support. One best practice 
is a model operated by the Portuguese High Commission for Migration, whereby civilian-led social 
projects that support newcomers’ integration can apply to the government for micro-grants, but first 
they must be partnered with a larger NGO. Established NGO partners provide administrative and 
financial support while creating a professional learning environment that encourages the sharing of 
knowledge and best practices. Simultaneously, the NGO benefits from an in-house innovation hub. 
This kind of synergy reduces the repetition of activities among projects and encourages organisations 
to break out of their siloes.82

As governments consider how to get the greatest value from private-sector partnerships, an important ques-
tion will be how to maintain support even as public interest in integration issues fades. One option is to seek 
to create lasting partnerships instead of programmes. The Bristol Mayor’s Office recently signed a memoran-
dum of understanding with a community foundation and the Bristol and Bath Regional Capital CIC, a social 
investment company, to work out the best way for local businesses to contribute to social goals, including 
refugee integration, by pooling their corporate social responsibility funds to deliver greater impact.83 

2. Civil  society

Civil-society actors—including social enterprises, NGOs, and civic-led projects for integration—have long 
been vital partners in refugee support on the ground. Understanding the needs of their projects can increase 
their impact. Although the following are not hard-and-fast rules, they provide an overview of how to over-
come the main challenges facing social enterprises:

 � Encourage sustainability though mentoring. Mentoring could greatly increase the impact of 
young organisations and their development, facilitating a rapid learning curve and an ability to im-
prove and scale services and attract funding. Many social projects working to support refugees’ inclu-

80 German Federal Employment Agency, Kommit—Kooperationsmodell Mit Berufsanschlussfahiger Weiterbildung 
(Nuremberg: German Federal Employment Agency, 2018), https://con.arbeitsagentur.de/prod/apok/ct/dam/download/
documents/dok_ba014295.pdf. 

81 Konle-Seidl, Integration of Refugees in Austria, Germany, and Sweden.
82 Pedro Calado, Portuguese High Commissioner for Migration, speaking at the ‘Hello Europe!’ Migration Policy Conference, 

Brussels, 7 June 2018. 
83 Susan Fratzke, MPI Policy Analyst, interview with Edward Rowberry, Chief Executive, Bristol and Bath Regional Capital 

CIC, 12 April 2017.
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sion are in prototype or early consolidation phases, often lacking key management or administrative 
skills and human resources. Mentoring could be offered by larger companies, NGOs, or governments, 
greatly improving baseline services and increasing the likelihood of a sustainable integration project. 

 � Measure impact. Young social projects would benefit from collecting and analysing data on their 
work more systematically. Many fail to measure impact altogether. Without adequate measurement 
tools, or indicators that can reliably be compared against a given standard, much knowledge on 
‘what works’ for integration is being lost. This is an area where government, academics, and other 
actors could help. 

 � Make accessing capital easier and more understandable. Small organisations generally 
struggle with lack of initial funding and subsequent high rates of staff turnover. This can decrease 
the quality of the services provided and lead to valuable knowledge being lost. Helping small 
organisations understand how to access start-up capital increases the likelihood that an innovative 
best practice will get off the ground. And capital, importantly, involves more than money: grant 
schemes such as the European Social Innovation Competition provide project feedback and mentor-
ing.84 Additionally, small-scale ‘innovation grants’ funded by governments, private companies, or 
foundations can plug a hole in the initial research and start-up phases. 

Again, governments will need to move beyond seeing civil-society actors as mere delivery partners and enlist 
them in strategic thinking and problem-solving on integration issues. One particular challenge will be bring-
ing these stakeholders into key meetings, since taking time out of running day-to-day operations is especially 
costly for small organisations.

B. Supporting coordination structures to build a ‘whole-of-
government’ approach: The next phase of mainstreaming

Whole-of-government approaches can promote greater efficiency and policy coherence, reduce waste and du-
plication of work, and enable different departments to combine resources to tackle problems earlier. ‘Whole-
of-government’ approaches are well-suited to areas that (1) are cross-cutting across government, sometimes 
known as ‘wicked’ problems, or (2) demand a long-term strategic solution, such as climate change or global 
terrorism. Integration fulfils both of these criteria. Almost all integration challenges—from retraining new-
comers whose skills are not in demand in the local labour market to providing early support for families at 
risk of social exclusion—cross several policy portfolios and play out over a long period, making them espe-
cially ripe for a preventative, strategic approach.  

In the past few years, a host of whole-of-government policies have been introduced, to varying degrees 
of permanence, at the European, national, and regional levels. For instance, the European Commission’s 
Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs, and Inclusion created a task force on integration to 
foster collaboration across different bodies, including the Directorate-General for Regional and Urban Policy 
and the Directorate-General for Education and Culture. An Interservice Group on Integration was created in 
the European Commission. And the Urban Agenda is working with local and regional authorities on issues 
such as the integration of migrants and refugees. Some of these new initiatives have allowed governments to 
send a message about coordinated action, building on the momentum of successful strategies, and creating a 
‘welcoming’ brand that is identifiable, memorable, and effective. For instance, in the first four years after the 
Austrian government released its National Action Plan for Integration, a survey found that the share of 

84 European Social Innovation Competition, ‘European Social Innovation Competition 2018’, accessed 13 December 2018, 
https://eusic.challenges.org/. 
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respondents who felt that integration was working ‘well’ or ‘very well’ in Austria increased from 31 per cent 
to 49 per cent.85 

But to effect lasting change, whole-of-government strategies need to go beyond the level of mere rhetoric and 
set common strategic priorities that all stakeholders have an incentive to work toward. To adjust to the new 
reality of integration policy, these approaches will need to:

 � Balance targeted and mainstream policies. The migration crisis revealed the limitations of 
trying to address integration issues with mainstream-only policies, without making the necessary 
adaptations to ensure that these are appropriate to serve diverse needs. Moreover, certain groups of 
vulnerable newcomers (such as women or refugees experiencing trauma) clearly require sensitive, 
targeted programming. Commentators have recently called for ‘targeted universalism’ as a balance 
between a targeted and universalist approach to ensure that groups historically excluded can benefit 
from special support.86 An immigrant background is but one category of difference that can affect a 
person’s opportunities within society. Taking the concept of mainstreaming seriously means thinking 
more holistically about how categories of difference intersect with and compound disadvantages such 
as lower socioeconomic status, uncertain legal status, limited literacy and language proficiency, and 
physical and mental disabilities. 

 � Agree on shared accountability measures. Whole-of-government strategies work when all the 
stakeholders share a diagnosis of the problem and its causes.87 As a result, these strategies require 
strong leadership and clear lines of accountability and performance management that reward col-
laboration rather than focusing on one’s own patch. For instance, in Canada, government departments 
and agencies are required to report on progress in departmental performance reports; programme 
activities can be assigned to only one government outcome area, but strategic outcomes can be 
assigned to multiple agencies. Similarly, Finland has a unified performance measurement system for 
all ministries and agencies.88 While numerous integration indicators have been developed in recent 
years, their main role has been to enable comparisons between countries, rather than to push forward 
progress within countries as part of a whole-of-government approach. Further, many such indicators 
have limitations, since they aim to develop metrics that can easily fit very different legal and political 
contexts.89

To support accountability within government, strong leadership is needed to hold other policy areas outside of 
integration to account. For example, the holistic framework of the New Zealand Refugee Resettlement Strat-
egy features several indicators of success related to the themes of self-sufficiency, housing, education, health 

85 This is an annual, subjective, qualitative study of 2,500 respondents with immigrant and non-immigrant backgrounds. 
See Expert Council for Integration, Integration Report 2014 (Vienna: Austrian Federal Ministry of Europe, Integration, 
and Foreign Affairs, 2014), www.bmeia.gv.at/fileadmin/user_upload/Zentrale/Integration/Integrationsbericht_2014/
Integrationsbericht_2014_EN.pdf.

86 Ursula Wright, Hayling Price, and Ebele Anidi, ‘Creating Consensus with Targeted Universalism’, FSG, 23 October 2018, 
www.fsg.org/blog/creating-consensus-targeted-universalism.

87 Lisa Kennedy, Anne Colgan, and Nuala Doherty, A Primer on Implementing Whole of Government Approaches (Dublin: 
Centre for Effective Services, 2014), www.effectiveservices.org/downloads/CES_Whole_of_Government_Approaches.pdf.

88 Ibid.
89 The Migrant Integration Policy Index (MIPEX) evaluates how open countries are to migrants and refugees but through the 

rather narrow framework of legislation, rather than policy outcomes. Similarly, the Zaragoza indicators promote the use of 
standardised EU metrics, but half of the policymakers who responded to a survey said they did not use them (and a third 
said they did not use indicators at all to monitor outcomes). See European Court of Auditors, ‘The Integration of Migrants 
from Outside the EU’ (briefing paper, European Court of Auditors, Luxembourg, May 2018), www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/
ECADocuments/Briefing_paper_Integration_migrants/Briefing_paper_Integration_migrants_EN.pdf.
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and wellbeing, and participation.90 The strategy encompasses a predeparture programme in which refugees 
are guided through the resettlement challenges they can expect to face; an orientation programme that links 
targeted and mainstream services during refugees’ initial resettlement; and efforts to promote the sharing of 
information among service providers and refugee community leaders.91 One challenge is to align the priori-
ties of various efforts, since progress in one area does not necessarily mean progress in another. For instance, 
where urban centres are short of housing, newly arrived refugees may need to be housed in rural or peripheral 
areas, yet suitable jobs for these newcomers may be more difficult to find in these areas.

V. CONCLUSIONS

Integration policymaking has a higher profile than ever before. While in some countries, this higher profile 
has come with an associated bump in budgets, integration policy still lacks the high profile and financial 
mandate of more mainstream policy areas, and spending has struggled to keep up with the dramatic increase 
in scale of need. Many integration policymakers find themselves pulled in multiple directions by colleagues in 
different ministries and by a proliferation of nongovernmental partners wanting to help. Meanwhile, integra-
tion challenges have deepened and become more complex, emphasising the need for a holistic approach to 
cross-cutting challenges.

The question of how integration policymakers can navigate these challenges with limited budgets is there-
fore a tricky one. The public sector can support efficiency in many ways, including by, for example, enabling 
economies of flow (e.g., policymakers can get something right the first time by working on the basis of a rich 
evidence base); economies of organisation (e.g., managing partners better); and economies of scale (e.g., join-
ing forces with other interested partners to achieve mutually aligned goals). In addition, integration policy-
makers need to invest in interventions that can deliver the most ‘bang for the buck’.

Integration policy still lacks the high profile and financial mandate of more mainstream 
policy areas, and spending has struggled to keep up with the dramatic increase in scale of 

need. 

To capitalise on these and other opportunities, policymakers may make use of a host of new tools outside the 
traditional wheelhouse of integration policy. While these may take time to permeate the public sector, which 
tends to be afraid of failure, policymakers could start small. Ideas include:

 � Piloting one or two experiments using behavioural insights. The opportunities offered by 
behavioural insights are extensive and far-reaching, but policymakers may rightly want to tread care-
fully when it comes to investing in this new approach, even though the cost of such initiatives tends 
to be low. European governments could consider collaborating to support experiments in particular 
areas—such as how to reduce segregation in classrooms—that hold particular promise.

90 The seven indicators are: increased proportion of working-age refugees in paid employment; reduced proportion of 
working-age refugees receiving unemployment-related benefits (self-sufficiency); refugees’ use of health services; 
refugees’ access to mental health services; proportion of refugee children receiving immunisations (health and wellbeing); 
proportion of refugee school leavers attaining NCEA level 2 after five years or more in the education system (education); 
and a reduction in the proportion of refugees receiving housing assistance (housing). 

91 New Zealand Ministry of Business, Innovation, and Employment, ‘New Zealand Refugee Resettlement Strategy’ (overview, 
New Zealand Ministry of Business, Innovation, and Employment, Wellington, April 2017), www.immigration.govt.nz/
documents/refugees/nz-refugee-resettlement-strategy-overview_april-2017-docx.pdf.

https://www.immigration.govt.nz/documents/refugees/nz-refugee-resettlement-strategy-overview_april-2017-docx.pdf
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 � Exploring the opportunities social impact bonds hold for investing in preventative policies. SIBs 
are well suited to integration policies since they can be used to fund unpopular and/or preventative 
programming. But their potential for integration is largely untested, and while they offer a low-risk 
approach for governments, attracting the right partners (including, crucially, funders) and managing 
relationships with them requires strong leadership. 

 � Engaging design agencies to map how well mainstream services fit the populations they serve. Pub-
lic services are rarely designed to meet the disparate needs of all users—a daunting challenge that is 
increasingly possible to address thanks to the seismic digital changes seen in recent years. It may be 
prudent to explore more systematically how users are interacting with public services. For instance, 
online forms or websites that were designed years ago may pose unintended barriers for non-native 
speakers. A host of public-sector design agencies have emerged in recent years, staffed by bright mil-
lennials, that could help government agencies redesign their service portals at low cost. And this need 
not be a top-down, wholesale effort, but can be done piece by piece. Another promising strategy is to 
bring in temporary fellows working in technology and other areas, following the Code for America92 
or 18F model. This is a way to bring in tech talent (which may otherwise be prohibitively costly for 
government) on a short-term basis, but it is important that tech experts be complemented with experts 
in user-centred service design.

 � Working to improve evidence and evaluation in integration policy. Governments need to en-
sure that integration policymakers understand what constitutes good evidence, and how to proceed in 
its absence. For instance, they could support departmental training on integration evidence, or support 
a collaborative ‘clearing house’ of evidence for what works in integration policy.

Given the scale of the challenge, it is unlikely that governments will be able to resolve all integration prob-
lems on their own. There is a growing consensus on the need to recognise and respond to opportunities and 
challenges as early as possible—and with the long view in mind. Policymakers need to focus many minds on 
solving integration challenges by creating lasting partnerships, both across government and with nontradi-
tional actors.

There is a growing consensus on the need to recognise and respond to opportunities and 
challenges as early as possible—and with the long view in mind.

92 Code for America advocates the use of digital technology to deliver government service, based on a user-centred approach. 
Professionals in the technology industry can work on specific projects that bridge a gap is service provision between 
government and public needs, such as making access to government social security benefits easier. See Code for America, 
‘The Integrated Benefits Initiative’, accessed 13 December 2018, www.codeforamerica.org/what/integrated-benefits.

https://www.codeforamerica.org/what/integrated-benefits
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