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4.1 Introduction  

This chapter provides an overview of the current state of 
research on housing and settlement of newly arrived 
migrants and includes scientific publications and ‘gray’ 
literature (e.g., project reports, proceedings) and is limited 
to the publication years 2011-2021.  Geographically, this 
review covers EU and affiliated countries such as the UK, 
Norway, and Switzerland. 
In recent years, public authorities in EU Member States at 
local, regional and national levels have been increasingly 
challenged with the accommodation of newly arrived 
migrants. Yet access to adequate and affordable housing is 
widely considered as an essential first step in the settlement 

Figure 1. Countries in focus of research 



 

 

D2.2 – The Integration of Recent Migrants and Refugees: 
A Review of Research on Integration Policy Practices in 
the EU @M12 

Dissemination level – PU 

 

SPRING - GA n° 101004635  Page 81 of 245 
 

process for migrants and refugees and as an essential part of their integration process, a basis 
of basic life in a new environment and a prerequisite for further actions, e.g., search for 
employment, access to host country language courses, participation in community events and 
other activities. Without secured access to appropriate housing, newly arrived migrants may 
compromise their health, see their educational and employment opportunities reduced, and 
face challenges in social and family life. 
 
The central role of housing for accessing other rights and services and for the ability to make use 
of one’s full capabilities is also reflected in the international human rights framework. The 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 thus stipulates that all individuals have the right 
to an adequate standard of living. While the notion of ‘adequate standards of living” also 
includes access to basic food, clothing and other rights, access to adequate housing is often 
considered as a foundational right, a ‘pre-condition for the exercise of the other basic rights 
indispensable to leading a dignified life, such as the right to health” (European Union Agency for 
Fundamental Rights 2011, 58). The right to adequate housing is also incorporated in the (binding) 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966),  More recently, The Geneva UN Charter 
on Sustainable Housing (United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) 2014), a non-
legally binding document endorsed by the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe 
(UNECE) on 16 April 2015, underlines the importance for the governments to “ensure access for 
all to adequate, safe and affordable housing and basic services”. The foundational function of 
housing is also underlined by the role housing plays in meeting the Sustainable Development 
Goals (Habitat for Humanity 2021). Importantly, housing and settlement are considered as 
important pillars of social integration and of great importance to the population in general in 
many European countries, notably in the context of rising costs and the increasingly problematic 
affordability of housing due in part of the dismantling of public housing programs in recent 
decades and a volatile housing market (Adema, Plouin, and Fluchtmann 2020).  
 
Housing and settlement of immigrants is a well established topic of research. Also, in respect to 
newly arrived migrants, it receives a lot of attention in research. Access to housing, housing 
conditions of migrants/refugees and policy regulations regarding housing and settlement have 
been examined widely in the past ten years; the post-2014 migration dynamics gave another 
impetus with a focus on refugee housing. The issues covered include regulations on access to 
housing for different categories of migrants, the quality of housing available for the various 
categories, national and communal housing policies, the impact of housing on social integration, 
mental health and well-being, and how housing conditions and access to housing are managed 
at the municipal and local level.  
 
The chapter proceeds as follows: The next section reviews the current state of research on 
housing and settlement of recent immigrants and their integration in the area of housing that 
has been published since 2011. In addition, this chapter provides an overview of how these 
issues are discussed in policy debates and public discourse. Finally, it discusses the policy 
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instruments and tools used for implementation and presents recommendations based on the 
literature. 
 

4.2 Research on Housing and Settlement  

Housing and settlement of migrants have been identified in various studies as an important field 
of action for integration long before the large increase in numbers of refugees and asylum 
seekers in 2015 (Biffl et al. 2016; Asselin et al. 2006). But there has been a growing number of 
publications from various fields of research addressing different aspects of housing and 
settlement specifically for this category of migrants since 2014. An analysis of the existing 
literature shows that there is a consensus on housing being one of the main facilitators of 
integration of migrants and refugees, together with access-rights to the labour market, to 
education, and health care. These studies show that employment alone is not the main route of 
integration in today's migration flows. For this reason, ensuring access to affordable and 
adequate housing is of primary importance (United Nations Economic Commission for Europe 
(UNECE) 2021). Furthermore, according to a current report of the United Nation Economic 
Commission for Europe (UNECE), both housing and immigration policies are primarily set at the 
national level, but the impact of both policies tends to affect the regional and local level - who 
are in fact in charge with planning - and managing and requires action at the municipal level 
(United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) 2021).  
 
The subsections briefly presented below provide first insights into the major aspects and 
concerns covered in the literature. It should be noted ahead of time that the issues concerned 
are complex, which makes it hard to clearly distinguish or differentiate between housing for 
refugees versus newly arrived migrants. The literature examined for this review has areas of 
overlap in specific issues and aspects of migrant and refugee housing.  
The core topic with regards to housing ant 
settlement is access or denied access (Bolzoni, 
Gargiulo, and Manocchi 2015) to housing 
(Kourachanis 2018b; Kreichauf 2018a; Tsavdaroglou 
et al. 2019; Tsavdaroglou and Kaika 2021) and 
housing conditions (Brown, Gill, and Halsall 2022). 
Studies in this field focus on institutional and 
structural barriers and hurdles that hinder access to 
housing (El-Kayed and Hamann 2018; Frey 2011), 
and are responsible for difficult housing search 
processes (Aigner 2019), and access to municipal 
housing(Adam et al. 2020). Further important 
components of this section are refugee receptions 
systems(Glorius et al. 2019), residential segregation 
and concentration (Tunström and Wang 2019; 

Figure 2. Topics in focus of research 
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Musterd 2011; Musterd et al. 2017; Tintori, Alessandrini, and Natale 2019) of refugees and newly 
arrived migrants in marginalized neighbourhoods.  
 
Another focus in relation to refugees and newly arrived migrants is the relationship between 
housing and integration, especially in terms of social and structural integration (Ager and Strang 
2008; Kohlbacher 2020; Nikki Scholten; Sennay Ghebreab; Tamar de Waal 2019; Bakker, Cheung, 
and Phillimore 2016; Kearns and Whitley 2015). The health condition of refugees and thus the 
influence of housing on physical and mental health (Ziersch et al. 2017; Leiler et al. 2019; Rowley, 
Morant, and Katona 2020; Walther et al. 2018; 2020) is also increasingly becoming a subject of 
research and will be part of this chapter.  
 

4.3 Integration situation relative to Housing and Settlement  

Since 2015, the immigration of refugees and asylum seekers has received increasing attention in 
public and political debates, as the number of people seeking protection has risen sharply. 
European countries, but also cities and municipalities are facing new challenges flowing from 
increased refugee inflows. After providing initial care and accommodation for asylum seekers, 
the focus shifted to integration as residence status was granted in large numbers. Also in this 
stage, numerous obstacles remain in relation to access to housing, which is an essential part of 
integration.  
 
One of the topics addressed in research refers to the unequal distribution of newly arrived 
migrants on the one hand and asylum seekers on the other. While newly arrived migrants tend 
to settle in urban areas with a large pool of jobs and social infrastructure, asylum seekers tend 
to be distributed by the nation states according to reception centres at hand, often in rural and 
less developed regions. The extent to which asylum seekers are integrated in the local 
communities be it in terms of access to housing and work differs by host countries. Once asylum 
is granted, refugees tend to move to urban areas as well, however. The large inflow of asylum 
seekers in 2015/16 represents a special case, not least because of the unprecedented numbers 
but also because of the diversity of source countries. Their distribution across EU-MS reflects, 
among various other factors, the socio-economic conditions of the host country concerned 
(availability of jobs and social support) as well as the presence of diasporas (social safety net) 
(ESPON 2019). Accordingly, there are large differences between EU-MS in terms of stocks of 
asylum seekers and refugees. In consequence, the challenges faced by the destination countries 
differ due to supply factors, i.e., resources available at local level, and characteristics of 
refugees/migrants. For refugees to obtain decent and affordable housing in a welcoming 
neighbourhood may be the beginning of a new life. It is a key resource, providing a sense of 
belonging, which facilitates the next steps of integration, be they language training, access to 
work, school, health care, and community participation.  
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Literature on the type of accommodation of refugees in the initial reception phase cannot 
provide clear answers as to what is best for integration – collective (institutional) or individual 
(private) accommodation. While reception centres or other forms of collective accommodation 
tend not to facilitate social interaction with the host community, it is almost by definition easier 
in individual accommodation offered by civil society or the private sector (Tanis 2020). While it 
is easier to get affordable accommodation in rural areas, the lack of job options drives many 
migrants/refugees into cities where they tend to live in (private) collective accommodation, 
where they share rooms, bathroom and kitchen with others. Their situation is often precarious 
and privacy is limited. If refugees or beneficiaries of subsidiary protection cannot afford to pay 
for the accommodation, they may access local social welfare, which covers housing costs up to 
an “adequate” level.  
 
Regarding existing research, refugees' access to housing is considered an essential step on the 
path to integration and a precondition for full access to social and civil rights and social benefits. 
Local authorities and their actions play an important role for social inclusion. If their housing 
policies hamper access by migrants or refugees, their inclusion in the community may be 
jeopardised. Such a case is documented in literature for the city of Turin (Italy); in that case local 
authorities hindered access to housing through informal practices; in addition, gaps in the 
implementation of national legal frameworks at the local level could be identified. In the case of 
Turin, many refugees, who did not receive support to access housing, chose squatting instead 
(Bolzoni, Gargiulo, and Manocchi 2015). Similar actions are documented for Greek cities as 
refugees tend to be perceived as a threat to personal and community security.13 
 
Access to housing in rural areas is also frequently addressed in research. Many European 
countries, including Germany, the United Kingdom, Austria, and Sweden, accommodate asylum 
seekers during the asylum procedures through decentralized distribution mechanisms, either on 
a mandatory or voluntary basis, in rural areas (Bakker, Cheung, and Phillimore 2016; 
Rosenberger and Müller 2020). The existing literature emphasizes that there are different forms 
of mobility with regard to rural-urban migration and that recognized refugees in particular show 
different patterns of mobility. In addition to employment opportunities, closeness to family, 
friends and the ethnic community plays an important role, according to the literature (Aschauer, 
Wimmer, and Krisch 2016). However, some refugees also seem to return to rural areas because 
finding work and housing in the cities is proving to be more difficult and the support of the 
community does not meet expectations (Weidinger 2021). In addition, others prefer to stay in 
rural areas because, on the one hand, there seems to be support from volunteers, which builds 
up an emotional connection to the region. On the other hand, the secure living environment, 
which seems to be particularly important for the children (Stenbacka 2012b), is also emphasized 

 
13 Vergou, Penelope; Paschalis Arvanitidis; Panos Manetos 2021. Refugee Mobilities and Institutional Changes: 
Local Housing Policies and Segregation Processes in Greek Cities. Urban Planning 6(2). DOI: 
10.17645/up.v6i2.3937  
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as a factor for settlement in rural areas, as well as the comparatively smaller schools, which 
enable better support for the children (E. S. Stewart and Shaffer 2015; Weidinger 2021).  
 
The study by El-Kayed and Hamann (2018) points at mobility barriers within Germany via 
different legal measures in the various federal states; also mobility within the federal states at 
the local level can be affected, thereby preventing refugees from accessing the whole gamut of 
their civil rights, such as the free choice of housing. Another aspect impacting on the choice of 
location by refugees is access to welfare and social support, which may differ between provinces 
as in the case of Austria (Dellinger and Huber 2021). 
 
Another problem refugees may face in terms of choice of regional settlement after being granted 
refugee status are explicit barriers to mobility, at least for a certain period of time, in various 
host countries. While there are no restrictions in law or practice to the freedom of movement 
of asylum seekers and refugees within Sweden, they are not free to decide on their residence if 
accommodation is requested from the Migration Agency (Emilsson and Öberg 2021). In Germany 
the situation is somewhat different: while refugees are allowed to move from a municipal 
accommodation to a private apartment, they are not allowed to move from the municipality in 
which they were registered to another municipality for the first three years after being granted 
refugee status; this is a result of the residence requirement, which is meant to regulate the 
distribution of refugees within the federal territory and the federal states (Adam et al. 2020). 
The problem is that many apartments do not cater for the family structures of refugees, such 
that large families face difficulties in finding appropriate accommodation (Foroutan et al. 2017). 
 
The highly competitive real estate market - especially in urban and metropolitan areas - makes 
it difficult for refugees and newly arrived migrants to enter the private housing market, so that 
different strategies are applied. In her empirical study, Aigner (2019) identifies four types of 
housing entry pathways. Particularly young men tend to rely on other migrants to act as both 
informal intermediaries and landlords. This access pathway can be described as a migrant-
assisted pathway. Furthermore, refugees receive assistance from locals in finding housing, which 
is the local-assisted pathway. This group benefits from accommodations and free rooms 
provided by helpful locals free of charge or at low rental prices. Newcomers without 
advantageous formal and informal support, on the other hand, are in the weakest position and 
have to search for affordable housing on their own. People in this group of the non-assisted 
pathway experience repeated rejection and discrimination by real estate agents and private 
landlords and are often victims of exploitation. Families and single mothers tend to receive more 
often than other groups formal assistance and follow a welfare pathway, according to the study. 
This path of access is characterized by a more or less direct transition from an NGO-supported 
housing facility to social housing. Very often, these so-called starter apartments are rented out 
by NGOs, which tend to officially remain the main tenants and bear the financial responsibility. 
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Also support networks of volunteers/NGOs (cf. Community sponsorship) can act as facilitators 
to access housing. Community Sponsorship enables local community groups to welcome and 
support refugees directly in their local communities. By engaging the local community in the 
provision of housing it can be shown that the integration outcomes are positive for refugees as 
well as communities (Sue Elliott and Yusuf 2014). This goes to show that social networks can play 
an important role in accessing housing (Adam et al. 2021). In most cases, it is family, friends or 
the ethnic community that are supportive. On the other hand, it can be random encounters, or 
NGO workers, who facilitate the start of a new life by helping to find housing. The receptiveness 
of the host society can play an important role in this context. In addition, newly arrived migrants 
may receive support by migrant communities who have lived in the host country for a longer 
period of time, not only to find housing, but also in terms of social integration, job search, and 
various support structures (Wessendorf and Phillimore 2019). 
 
Social networks and connections can be especially important for migrants who run the risk of 
being excluded from the housing market. Housing quality and contract types may be determined 
by household-specific financial capabilities and nationality. Many refugees and newly arrived 
migrants are confronted with the fact, that landlords reject them based on their foreign origin, 
legal status, lack of language skills, and/or socioeconomic characteristics, such as being a welfare 
recipient. Discrimination affects particular groups more often, for example Afghans, who are 
under general suspicion according to Kohlbacher (2020). 
 
The studies reviewed also point at institutional, structural barriers and discriminatory practices 
by landlords and housing companies that hinder access to housing for refugees; in so doing their 
actions affect the movement and settlement of refugees.  
The general shortage of affordable housing and the even more difficult access conditions for 
some groups of the migrant population are ideal conditions for illegal estate agent structures 
refugees are often confronted with. In particular, groups of people who have been trying to find 
housing for a long time without success, are especially receptive to agents operating illegally, 
who guarantee the provision of housing for a fee but often cannot deliver (Hanhörster et al. 
2020). Affected persons usually do not report these circumstances to the authorities because 
they are afraid of legal consequences. 
 
The sense of home and belonging are among the central themes in migration research and are 
seen as a central aspect of integration (Orton 2012). An important indicator that has an influence 
on these feelings is the place of residence (Galera et al. 2018), the neighbourhood (Hebbani, 
Colic-Peisker, and Mackinnon 2018) and the environment/surrounding(Kearns and Whitley 
2015). Studies on housing in rural areas indicate that small communities can foster integration 
(Gruber 2016) but living in rural areas can also lead to social isolation or social exclusion, which 
in turn can contribute to alienation and challenge their sense of home and belonging, particularly 
in cases of migrants originating from urban settings (Wernesjö 2015).  
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In this sense, the study by Kourachanis (2018a), which refers to the Emergency Support to 
Integration and Accommodation (ESTIA)14 program, addresses how social housing can support 
social integration in Greece. Another example is the CURANT project, which was funded by The 
European Union's European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) under the Urban Innovative 
Action (UIA) between 2016-2019. This project aimed at supporting the social integration of 
unaccompanied young adults through co-housing with Flemish flatmates (Mahieu, Clycq, and 
Van Raemdonck 2019; Mahieu and Van Caudenberg 2020). Czerny (2012) points at the 
importance of community work to foster the integration of migrants in the neighbourhood, 
while Kaya and Mahnke (2012) document good practice examples of community-oriented 
integration in housing complexes in two Austrian cities with large migrant and refugee 
communities (Innsbruck and Wörgl). 
 
The comparative study by Galera et al. (2018) looks at the role of location of refugee 
accommodation for social integration. Accommodations that are in remote rural areas or on the 
periphery of municipalities, with limited accessibility to public transportation, constrains 
opportunities for social interaction and integration. Furthermore, vacant housing in rural areas 
is usually located in very small municipalities, which are affected by rural exodus, and in poor 
condition, which explains why recognized refugees tend not to want to settle there (Weidinger 
and Kordel 2020), even though job possibilities, mostly in the low-wage sector, are sometimes 
available. The poor accessibility of workplaces due to weak public transport connections and a 
lack of individual motorization is often cited as a further reason for onward migration, which 
very often makes it difficult to stay in rural regions, even though social integration can 
sometimes progress more quickly due to increased social interactions (Weidinger, Kordel, and 
Pohle 2017a). Kreichauf (2018a) compares the situation of asylum seekers in Athens, Berlin and 
Copenhagen and concludes that “refugee accommodation has increasingly been transformed 
into large, camp-like structures with lowered living standards and a closed character” in many 
host countries. Following Kreichauf underlines also that housing policies in Denmark are 
centralized at national level and is not part of the Common European Asylum System (CEAS) and 
has not fully implemented council directives regarding reception, qualification, and asylum 
procedure.  Furthermore, Denmark allocates asylum seekers to remote areas outside urban 
settlements and recognized refugees to municipalities with low immigrant populations to ensure 
"better integration." To this end, municipalities that already have a high percentage of people 
of foreign origin, most notably Copenhagen, Arhus, and Aalborg, are so-called "0-municipalities," 
meaning that no refugee can move to or be distributed to these cities, on the grounds of 
spreading the burden of immigration (Kreichauf 2020).  In Norway for example, where the 
housing of refugees is organized through dispersal – refugees are settled between municipalities 
– and interaction with local people is hardly given (Herslund and Paulgaard 2021; Hernes et al. 
2019), which may have an impact on refugees’ feelings of belonging (Wernesjö 2015). Similar 
situations are found in Italy. Using a case study in Macerate/Italy, Novak shows that unequal 

 
14 For more information, see: estia.unhcr.gr/en/home 
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accommodation standards in reception centres prevent asylum seekers from participating 
meaningfully in social life (Novak 2021). 
 
To what extent COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent regulations have affected housing and 
social integration is a new subject which hardly emerges in literature yet; it can be expected that 
it will be a focus of future research. However, a recently published study from Sweden indicates 
that the pandemic has hindered the process of living together and developing social bonds. The 
authors draw this conclusion from a qualitative case study of a collaborative housing project in 
which elderly people live together with young local people and refugees. The project was 
interrupted four months after the start of COVID-19, and thus resulting in changes in the use of 
common spaces and reduced social interactions, thereby reducing the social integration that had 
begun (Arroyo et al. 2021). 
 
The housing environment has a significant impact on our private lifestyle and, accordingly, on 
physical and mental health (Schneider and Mohnen 2016). This means that good housing 
conditions are a health resource, while poor housing conditions pose health risks. The LARES 
study by the World Health Organization (WHO) found that people with a low socioeconomic 
status are more often affected by a negative health status than people in better off housing 
conditions. Factors detrimental to health are a poor indoor climate, which can cause high blood 
pressure, various allergies or asthma, and a lack of daylight increases the risk of developing 
depression or anxiety disorder. Mold and moisture in housing can also lead to asthma, anxiety 
disorders, and depression, as well as migraines and other problems (WHO 2007).According to 
these studies, the mental as well as physical health status of refugees and newly arrived migrants 
are affected by housing conditions (Murphy and Vieten 2020; Mohsenpour, Biddle, and 
Bozorgmehr 2020). A study conducted in Sweden in 2019 showed that asylum seekers as well as 
refugees who had been granted asylum but continued to live in facilities provided by 
government, that more than half of the participants in the study reported clinically significant 
levels of symptoms of depression, anxiety, and risk of having posttraumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD). The negative results were higher for asylum seekers than for refugees who had received 
a residence permit. In addition, they rated their quality of life below the norms for the general 
population and exhibited a high correlation with mental health outcomes (Leiler et al. 2019).  
 
These results highlight, that individuals who tend to reside in overcrowded refugee 
accommodations show high levels of mental distress and rate their quality of life negatively 
(Leiler et al. 2019; Walther et al. 2020). In contrast, refugees living in private housing are less 
affected by psychological stress and show higher life satisfaction. Especially asylum seekers who 
stay in refugee shelters with limited privacy, limited autonomy, and isolation from the local and 
ethnic community experience high stress levels (Walther et al. 2018). Staying in refugee 
accommodation is also associated with security concerns, as refugee accommodations have 
often been the target of attacks in host countries such as Sweden, France, Italy or Belgium (Leiler 
et al. 2019; Ambrosini et al. 2019).  
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Compared to collective accommodations, refugees and newly arrived migrants who had been 
granted asylum and were living in private accommodations show not only higher levels of mental 
health but also higher levels of physical health (van Melle et al. 2014). This is also the case 
because shared accommodation is mostly significantly different from private accommodation in 
terms of space, area, level of restrictions, social contacts, and respondent satisfaction (Dudek, 
Razum, and Sauzet 2022). In most cases, asylum seekers living in shared accommodation also 
have to share a kitchen, which can be poorly hygienic and thus affect eating habits and physical 
health (Rowley, Morant, and Katona 2020). In addition, inadequately equipped 
accommodations, and noise, which is generally caused by the large number of people, can cause 
insomnia. Poor accessibility to public transportation, and thus a challenge of rural housing, can 
also affect physical health. When health services are difficult to reach, health problems are less 
likely to be treated and may worsen (Dudek, Razum, and Sauzet 2022). 
 
The Covid-19 pandemic has also had a significant impact on the mental and physical health of 
refugees and newly arrived migrants, particularly in collective accommodations. Since the 
outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, refugees have suffered a significant deterioration in their 
mental well-being (Garrido et al. 2022), although it can be said that the psychological stress of 
refugees in the first months of the Corona pandemic remained high, because they were in the 
accommodations more isolated than the rest of the population (Entringer et al. 2021). The 
consequences of loneliness were also a lack of host country language skills, as language courses 
could not take place as a result of the pandemic. In addition, social participation was impaired 
and mental stress could not be addressed or reduced (Entringer et al. 2021; Stürner and Bekyol 
2021). 
 

4.4 Framing interventions and policy objectives 

Issues of migration, border management and mobility are a dominant part of global political 
discourse and are seen as a major challenge, particularly in Europe. In order to control the large 
numbers of inflows and, consequently, the mobility of asylum seekers and refugees, EU states 
are pursuing restrictive measures. In particular, concerns about possible uncontrolled 
"secondary migration" of asylum seekers led to the adoption of the Dublin Regulation15, which 
defines precisely which country is responsible for an asylum application. Even after a positive 
asylum decision in an EU country, beneficiaries of international protection have no right to free 
movement within the Schengen area. Only after five years and with certain conditions can an EU 
long-term residence status be granted.  
 

 
15 See for more detail: https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/policies/migration-and-asylum/common-european-
asylum-system/country-responsible-asylum-application-dublin-regulation_en 
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Mobility restrictions also exist at the national level. During the asylum process, national laws 
justify the restriction of mobility with the need to prevent people from fleeing during the asylum 
process and/or provide for a more even distribution throughout the country. However, even 
people who receive a positive decision face mobility restrictions in some countries. This is most 
often the case when social assistance benefits are tied to residence in a particular region 
(Katsiaficas et al. 2021).  
 
However, housing and settlement policies vary widely across Europe. The Common European 
Asylum System (CEAS) contains references and recommendations regarding refugee reception 
conditions, including standards, responsibilities, and shelter management. Some countries have 
already developed concrete legal frameworks regarding integration, accommodation and care 
systems, where clear institutional responsibility structures are in place. In other Member States, 
however, asylum systems and institutional frameworks are still evolving (Mouzourakis and 
Taylor 2016; Kreichauf 2018a). In this regard, the experiences of newly arrived migrants and 
refugees in terms of reception, and access to housing vary greatly both between and within 
countries, depending on the capacity of individual cities, neighbourhoods, or even households 
(United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) 2021). Policies in the housing sector 
are primarily local policies. Most policies in this area do not have exceptions for migrants but 
tend to focus on low- or middle-income households. Moreover, access to municipal housing 
usually entails waiting times. Local authorities also developed measures to overcome or 
minimize ethnic discrimination as well as discrimination against migrants in the housing market. 
These include the establishment of landlord-tenant mediation offices and housing information 
services for migrants, as ethnic segregation is also often seen as a problem (Penninx, Garcés-
Mascareñas, and CIDOB – Barcelona Centre For International Affairs, Barcelona, Spain 2016).  
 
Numerous studies are available that examine public attitudes toward refugees and migrants 
(Ruhs 2022; Consterdine 2018; Glorius 2018). It should also be noted that these attitudes differ 
significantly depending on the characteristics of refugees and migrants (Overseas Development 
Institute (ODI) 2017). For example, people tend to be more sympathetic with recognized 
refugees than with asylum seekers and other migrants (Hatton 2016). On the other hand, many 
researchers point out that accepting refugees was a national policy and they basically agree with 
acceptance, but also have anxieties and security concerns (Pew Research Center 2016; Klein 
2021). Accordingly, public debates about immigrant integration are often based on inaccurate 
or misleading data. With regard to housing, these include, for example, the extent of immigrants' 
use of social benefits, including social housing and housing subsidies, and spatial segregation 
(Iceland 2014). Spatial segregation is usually discussed in terms of "parallel societies," with 
certain neighbourhoods regularly referred to as "ghettos" and "no-go" areas (Danielak 2019). 
Also in Germany, which has received the most refugees in Europe, the topics of "ghettos" and 
"parallel societies" dominate the public and political discourse. In addition to several mandatory 
integration measures (language, vocational training) established by the "Integration Law" in 
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2016, the law also introduced residency requirements for new arrivals, giving regional 
governments more authority to regulate and settle refugees (Danielak 2019). 
 
The high number of asylum seekers who arrived in Europe in 2015 and 2016 is considered one 
of the key challenges for social cohesion. The most important tasks such as the provision of 
emergency accommodation, housing and registration had to be handled. In the long term, 
however, the transition of asylum seekers from shared accommodation to the housing market 
must be regulated and poses major political challenges for the states, which are framing this 
issue in different ways. 
 
 

4.5 Overview of commonly used instruments and tools  

in Housing and Settlement 

 
(1) Regulatory policies 

 
In recent years, several European countries have faced the challenge of refugees accumulating 
geographically, which would lead to the formation of ethnic enclaves (ghettos, no-go areas), 
resulting in an unequal burden of immigration, higher financial costs, and housing shortages in 
major cities. To counteract this possibility, several countries, including Germany, Austria, Italy, 
Sweden, the UK and Denmark, have implemented dispersal policies based on quota system 
(ESPON 2019).  
 
The political justification for spatial distribution/dispersal policies is, on the one hand, the 
argument that the costs of accommodating asylum seekers should be spread over as many 
regions and municipalities as possible, that urban housing and labour markets should be 
relieved, and that parallel societies in cities should be prevented (Stewart 2012). On the other 
hand, aspects of regional planning and regional development of rural areas are also mentioned. 
Due to migration and a shortage of labour in rural areas, asylum seekers are seen by 
policymakers as an opportunity to prevent housing vacancies, reduce the deconstruction of 
infrastructures (e.g., schools) and contribute to the economic, social and cultural revitalization 
of rural areas with the resources they bring with them (E. S. Stewart and Shaffer 2015; Mehl 
2017). In response to the increasing number of refugees, Sweden introduced a Settlement Act 
(2016:38) in 2015 to regulate the distribution of refugees living in government-provided 
accommodation among municipalities. Under this law, municipalities are required to receive 
refugees and provide housing for them. While earlier discussions cantered on housing in the 
context of ethnic and socioeconomic segregation, policy discussions are now framed as 
competition for access to housing and growing local opposition to refugee settlement (Emilsson 
and Öberg 2021). 
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With regard to the distribution of refugees, a distinction must be made between the time during 
the asylum procedure and afterwards, where different paths are also taken. Asylum seekers in 
Germany are allocated to a specific federal state through a distribution procedure (Königsberger 
Schlüssel) based on the tax revenue of the federal states and their population size. Meanwhile, 
the refugees themselves have little to no say in where they are placed. Since 2016, German 
federal law has also restricted the residence of people who have been granted asylum status. 
Previously, recognized refugees could settle in any federal state or municipality in Germany. The 
newly introduced residence requirement restricts freedom of settlement and obliges all 
refugees to settle in the federal state where their asylum procedure took place and to remain 
there for three years (Weidinger 2021; Weidinger and Kordel 2020; Danielak 2019; El-Kayed and 
Hamann 2018; Adam et al. 2020). 
 
After their arrival in the Netherlands, asylum seekers are allocated to asylum centres (AZC). Also 
in the Netherlands, asylum seekers have no choice of a specific AZC, which is usually located in 
rural areas. Living there is strictly controlled, so privacy and autonomy are limited because 
everyone also has only five square meters available to them. After a positive decision, they can 
stay for five years and are provided with a social housing, usually in the same region, and can 
only live further away under certain conditions (work, study, etc.) (Bakker, Cheung, and 
Phillimore 2016).  
 
In the UK, a similar approach is used, but with a significant difference. Most asylum seekers 
choose between being distributed to government-provided accommodation or staying with 
friends and relatives. Those who have organized their own accommodation tend to live in or 
around larger cities. The rest are largely dispersed to disadvantaged areas where there is an 
oversupply of cheap, often poor quality housing in areas with failing housing markets. Once 
refugees are granted refugee status, they must provide their own housing and financial 
resources within 28 days. After that, they no longer receive asylum support (Stewart and Shaffer 
2015; Bakker, Cheung, and Phillimore 2016). 
 
Asylum seekers in Austria are relocated to one of the nine federal provinces after initial 
reception. As part of a no-choice distribution policy, the majority of asylum seekers are 
accommodated in mostly small collective accommodations, so-called organized shelters 
(operated either by the federal states, NGOs or private actors. Alternatively, asylum seekers can 
also be accommodated privately. After receiving a positive asylum decision, refugees are forced 
to leave the state-organized accommodation within four months (Aigner 2019; Reeger, Nagel, 
and Josipovic 2021; Kohlbacher 2020). 
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(2) Informational instruments 
 

Access to the private housing market after refugees have received a positive decision begins with 
the search process. Here, how refugees get the right information plays a crucial role. Over the 
last, various organizations, associations and NGOs have made it their mission to provide 
information on access to the private housing market, which is difficult for refugees due to 
language barriers, lack of networks, but also due to financial situation. The Refugees Wien 
(“Housing - Refugees.Wien, Die Informationsplattform Für Geflüchtete in Wien”) website for 
example provides detailed information on, among other things, what financial support in Vienna 
is available for housing and which organizations offer housing counselling. The leading Catholic 
aid organization Caritas, for example, takes care of about one third of the persons in need who 
are entitled to basic care in Austria and also provides information and housing counselling for 
recognized refugees in the first four months after recognition(Aigner 2019). The Scottish 
Refugee Council publishes a guide for housing practitioners working in Scottish local authorities, 
housing associations and the third sector supporting the integration of those seeking protection 
and refugees. The specifically defined goal is to “…work to empower and enable access and 
exercise their rights, and enable people seeking protection to participate fully in their 
communities and their new home” (Scottish Refugee Council 2021).  
 

(3) Participatory instruments 
 

Long-time residents and newcomers living together can sometimes cause conflicts. Social 
mediation and community work combined with mediation in mixed neighbourhoods or 
apartment blocks can essentially improve living together.  
 
The project "Willkommen Nachbar" (Welcome Neighbour), which was launched in Vienna in 
2010 and has since been extended to all Vienna municipal buildings, is a measure to specifically 
promote communication between old and new tenants in municipal housing complexes. By 
welcoming new tenants in the municipal buildings, neighbours get to know each other better. 
This creates a basis for positive communication and neighborship. Communication is seen as the 
basic prerequisite for breaking down prejudices (“Willkommen Nachbar! - Wohnpartner” n.d.). 
 
Another initiative was implemented in Italy. AMAR - Social Mediation Agency in the Field of 
Housing was a project funded by the European Commission and the Italian Ministry of Interior 
under the European Fund for the Integration of Third Country Nationals between 2013-2014. 
The AMAR project established an agency (consisting of three counselling centres in three 
different municipalities of Rome, located at the local social services offices) that provides social 
mediation services to help migrants find housing and promote their socioeconomic inclusion. It 
also aims to promote peaceful coexistence between different communities living in the same 
building (“AMAR project – Social Mediation Agency in the field of Housing | European Website 
on Integration” n.d.). 
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Another initiative, which provides a platform for exchange and local actors to foster welcome, 
inclusion, and integration of newly arrived migrants and refugees in Europe, is the SHARE 
Network, which was established in March 2012 and led by the International Catholic Migration 
Commission (ICMC) Europe. One of the current Project is SHARE-Quality Sponsorship Network 
and brings together a consortium of actors running community sponsorship programmes in 
Belgium, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Spain and the UK. The aim here is to build and 
strengthen the sponsorship stakeholder community by sharing practices and information at the 
EU level (“Sponsorship: Share QSN” n.d.). 
 

4.6. Effectiveness and Outcomes of instruments and tools 

Generally, there is a surprising lack of research on the effects and effectiveness of housing 
policies towards newly arrived migrants. The effects of policies can often only be assessed in an 
indirect manner, notably by drawing on the evidence presented above in section 3 on different 
integration outcomes by different types of accommodation. Thus, there is a mounting evidence 
of the negative impacts of institutional housing as compared to private accommodation on a 
variety of outcomes including sanitation and hygiene, physical and mental  health, well-being, 
social integration (in)security and violence as well as access to services (Leiler et al. 2019; 
Ambrosini et al. 2019; van Melle et al. 2014; Walther et al. 2018; Christ, Meininghaus, and Röing 
2017; Roman et al. 2021; Tanis 2020), often worsened by the Pandemic (Entringer et al. 2021; 
Stürner and Bekyol 2021; Garrido et al. 2022). Yet improving well-being of and access to services 
to refugees and asylum seekers has not been an objective of recent shifts towards collective 
accommodation and camp-like structures, rather it is control and containment that has guided 
these policies (Kreichauf 2020; 2018b) and it indeed relaxing mobility restrictions and moving 
away from camp like structures would improve the outcomes for refugees (Katsiaficas et al. 
2021).  
 
In similar vein, research on dispersal policies has shown that the dispersal of refugees to 
disadvantaged areas negatively affects integration outcomes (Kearns and Whitley 2015). 
Similarly, Hoxhaj and Zucotti have shown that although attitudes towards migrants is generally 
more positive in areas of high-concentration of migrants, they are less positive in more 
disadvantaged areas with a high concentration of migrants (there is no effect in most 
disadvantaged areas), implying that dispersal to less disadvantaged areas might also increase 
hostility towards migrants (Hoxhaj and Zuccotti 2020). Conversely, taking into account local 
characteristics and assigning refugees and asylum seekers through a careful matching of 
individuals’ characteristics and features of local areas to which refugees and asylum seekers 
could be assessed, could massively increase integration outcomes. Thus, based on an 
assessment of data driven algorithmic assignment of refugees to different local areas in 
Switzerland and the US, Bansak et al. show that employment prospects for refugees and asylum 
seekers would increase by 40 per cent in the US and a staggering 75 per cent in Switzerland 
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(Bansak et al. 2018; see also ESPON 2019, 107).  Existing dispersal policies often based on some 
distribution quota between regions or territorial units or simply on the availability of housing or 
large-scale reception facilities thus clearly appear as problematic in terms of integration 
outcomes.  
 
While the literature generally tends to see individual accommodation as more favourable 
compared to collective accommodation, even in those contexts where public authorities adopt 
favourable policies promoting access to private housing the objectives of policies are often 
difficult to achieve. Thus, comparing housing strategies of in two locations in Germany Adam et 
al. find that a tense housing market and the limited availability of apartments meant that 
collective and often improvised accommodation had to be resorted to despite a policy 
preference for individual housing (Adam et al. 2021). This points to more fundamental flaws of 
public housing policies and the limited room for manoeuvre for public authorities.  
 

4.7 Conclusion  

The analysis of the existing literature shows that the housing situation is one of the most 
important factors for the integration of newly arrived migrants and refugees. Complementary to 
this, access to employment, education and health support also play a key role. Based on the 
analysis, a number of recommendations can therefore be listed. 

• Integration in cities is an important element. To provide adequate and affordable housing 
for newcomers in cities, national governments need to work more closely with local 
governments and provide them with more authority and resources (United Nations 
Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) 2021). 

• Integration an increasingly dynamic and multi-layered process and very often relies on 
interaction between the host society and the newcomers. In this respect, it is important 
that migrants and refugees and service providers cooperate and learn from each other 
in designing and setting up the necessary services. The goal here is that refugees and 
newly arrived migrants should not only be perceived as recipients of services, but should 
actively participate in shaping them. With regard to housing, it is occasionally more 
difficult to establish a good basis for interaction in times of crisis (covid, economic crises), 
when the native population also has limited/no access to affordable housing and the 
arrival of migrants in communities and cities can create tensions. In this context, it is 
important to balance the housing needs of the native population with those of migrants 
and refugees (Pastore and Ponzo 2016; Psoinos and Rosenfeld 2018) 

• The need to adapt national policies to provide adequate and affordable housing in 
response to the economic, financial and migration crises needs a responsibility-sharing 
approach. International organizations have an important role to play here and should 
support the efforts of national and local authorities to improve access to medium- and 
long-term and sustainable housing solutions for migrants and refugees. They should also 



 

 

D2.2 – The Integration of Recent Migrants and Refugees: 
A Review of Research on Integration Policy Practices in 
the EU @M12 

Dissemination level – PU 

 

SPRING - GA n° 101004635  Page 96 of 245 
 

engage in long-term housing data collection, best practice collection and sharing, and 
building capacity (Martin et al. 2018; Lutz, Stünzi, and Manser-Egli 2021; UNHCR 2016). 

• According to the literature analysed, post-migration stressors such as poor housing 
conditions can put the mental health of newly arrived migrants and refugees at risk. 
Rapid access to health care for asylum seekers and refugees is therefore essential to also 
mitigate possible costly interventions at a later stage (Aretz, Doblhammer, and Janssen 
2019). Policymakers should therefore consider the potentially negative impact of 
refugees' insecure legal status (cases of subsidiary protection) on mental health, as a 
large proportion of refugees who are granted less secure status usually have that status 
extended and continue to stay in the host countries. However, this less secure status also 
has a massive impact on life satisfaction (Walther et al. 2018), which could put the health 
care system under strain in the medium and long term. One important measure 
mentioned in the literature to increase life satisfaction and reduce psychological distress 
among refugees is housing in private accommodations. Living in overcrowded shelters 
can cause or exacerbate health problems (Leiler et al. 2019). Beyond efforts to improve 
living conditions in refugee shelters, strengthening infrastructural connections between 
these facilities and mental health services would be an appropriate action (van Melle et 
al. 2014; Walther et al. 2018; 2020; Weidinger and Kordel 2020).  

• Social integration is much more than providing temporary or permanent housing for 
asylum seekers and refugees. By distributing and housing newcomers in remote and rural 
areas, often with poor public transport connections, social interaction is often made 
difficult. In addition, contact with their own community is often interrupted. This often 
causes newly arrived migrants and refugees to migrate to the larger cities after receiving 
their status, not only because the job opportunities are better estimated. However, many 
refugees also tend to stay in smaller municipalities, where they receive support from 
society and from associations and NGOs. In this respect, it is proposed to allow the 
possibility of free movement during the asylum procedure and to reduce the restrictions 
(Weidinger, Kordel, and Pohle 2017b; Weidinger and Kordel 2020; Kourachanis 2018a; 
Wernesjö 2015; Novak 2021; Stenbacka 2012a).  
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