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Abstract
The Syrian civil war led to mass migration and Europe becoming a potential site of 
refuge. How have Syrians experienced refuge in Europe? Drawing on 58 interviews 
with Syrian refugees in Germany, France, and Switzerland, we find that refugees 
continue to experience exclusion in all integration domains including  those found 
as markers and means, social connections, facilitators, and foundations of integration . 
While our cases demonstrate that Syrian refugees in Europe experience discrimination 
across all domains, not all conditions are equal. Using narrative analysis, differences 
were observed within three integration domains. Accessing language programs was 
more challenging in France, finding housing was more challenging in Germany, and 
F type residence permits limited refugees’ rights in Switzerland more than in other 
countries. Discrimination across domains  is deepening the socio-cultural-economic 
divide between autochthonous communities and Syrian refugees, but not all domains 
are equally divisive across countries. The findings outline that where these states out-
sourced refugee services, refugees experienced increased barriers to integration.
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Introduction

The ongoing conflict in Syria since 2011 has produced a mass exodus of people 
seeking refuge in neighboring countries. In 2015 alone, hundreds of thousands 
of Syrians made their way to Europe. For all these refugees to thrive, it was criti-
cal that they became integrated (Ager & Strang, 2008; Mestheneos & Ioannidi, 
2002). Broadly, integration is the strategy that refugee and autochthonous popula-
tions undergo in accepting cultural diversity and promoting equitable participa-
tion under one political system (Berry, 2011). The process of accepting cultural 
diversity means that both the refugee and autochthonous population take a strat-
egy to maintain a degree of cultural integrity while also participating in society. 
In addition to both populations having an interest in this strategy, there must be 
opportunities to maintain culture and participate in society. The literature makes 
it clear that the integration strategy depends heavily on the opportunities made 
available to refugees (OECD, 2016). Accessing these opportunities can be a chal-
lenge, as Europe’s Syrian refugees have, while seeking asylum, experienced sub-
standard housing conditions, limited healthcare, and significant legal challenges 
(van Heelsum, 2017). The restricted access to diverse opportunities limits refu-
gees’ ability to build social bonds in their own communities, limiting the main-
tenance of cultural integrity, and the host communities, limiting participation in 
society (Ward et  al., 2020). These economic, social, and legal opportunities—
referred to as domains of integration (Ager & Strang, 2008)—include the follow-
ing: markers and means (employment, housing, education and health), social con-
nection (social bonds, social bridges, and social links), facilitators (language and 
cultural knowledge, safety, and stability), and foundation (rights and citizenship).

While research on domains of integration is on the rise, studies tend to focus on 
domains through a siloed lens, often focusing on one domain of integration at a time. 
Some studies focused on the policies and means that facilitate refugees’ inclusion in 
a specific domain (Ward et al., 2020; Valenta & Bunar, 2010) or the experiences of 
refugees in a specific domain (Ager, 2014; Hart, 2014; Sigona, 2014;). Other stud-
ies have focused on specific markers and means domains, such as housing (Bakker 
et al., 2016), economic integration (Bevelander, 2016), or employment (Andersson 
et al., 2018; Cheung & Phillimore, 2014; Luik et al., 2018). As such, there contin-
ues to be a dearth of research on integration across multiple or all domains. Indeed, 
Katharine Donato and Elizabeth Ferris (2020) identify only three studies that exam-
ined refugee integration across multiple domains (Beversluis et al., 2016; Phillimore 
& Goodson, 2008; Puma et al., 2018). The rationale for studying integration across 
multiple domains is based on the fact that refugees are not integrated unless they are 
provided with opportunities and equitable  resources in all spaces of society (Ager 
& Strang, 2008). For instance, integration cannot be successful if refugees are pro-
vided adequate housing but not equal civil rights. A multi-dimensional approach to 
integration addresses this issue and provides a more careful and accurate analysis of 
factors affecting refugees’ experiences.

Furthermore, integration studies conducting cross country comparative analy-
ses of refugee integration across multiple domains is absent, to our knowledge 
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no studies have employed one before (Donato & Ferris, 2020; Collier & Betts, 
2017; Fiddian-Qasmiyeh et  al., 2014, 13). A cross country comparative analy-
sis helps identify patterns of similarities and differences and generalizes these 
patterns beyond a single country. Cross country comparisons are also useful in 
increasing the validity of the identified patterns as they keep several structural 
factors accounted for (e.g., OECD states), helping isolate causal factors that may 
be affecting integration.

In addressing the need for comparative studies on multiple integration domains, 
the current research poses the following question: How have Syrian refugees expe-
rienced integration in cities in Germany, France, and Switzerland across integration 
domains? We find that despite the rise and prevalence of discrimination over the 
last half decade in Europe, as evidenced by public opinion polls and the rise of anti-
immigrant populist parties (Bermúdez, 2020), countries vary in the severity of dis-
cimination across integration domains. Our initial findings in these three countries 
demonstrate that when integration domains are primarily serviced by private organi-
zations, access to opportunities for integration is less likely than when serviced by 
public organizations.

Integration Theories

One key concept that has emerged in the resettlement of refugees is that of integra-
tion. Several scholars have tried to define what successful integration looks like for 
a refugee. In doing so, authors have widely contested what integration means. Har-
rell-Bond (1986) defined it as a place of co-existing for refugee and host communi-
ties and a sharing of resources with no greater mutual conflict. Yet, Harrell-Bond 
soon saw his definition as too simplistic. The definition did not, after all, address 
the fact that refugees could be marginalized and still receive unequal resources, or 
may be exploited. Similarly, Wijbrandi (1986) measured integration as the opposite 
of marginalization — activities refugees engage in that generate income and elevate 
their social and economic status in the local population. Consistent across these con-
cepts is the process of marginalization from diverse aspects of the life. The process 
of marginalization represents providing unequal opportunities by impeding access 
and participation or providing unjust opportunities. In line with Berry’s model (e.g., 
assimilation, separation, integration, and marginalization) (Berry, 1992) that dis-
cusses the process of integration as related to identity and cultural affiliation dur-
ing participation, we focus on the access to opportunities to participate. Importantly, 
refugees can adopt the culture of the host community while also maintaining their 
own culture only while they have access to opportunities and resources. Neverthe-
less, integration as a form of participation is not unidimensional. Kuhlman (1991) 
offered a detailed representation of integration as touching on every domain of life. 
He wrote that:

If refugees are able to participate in the host economy in ways commensu-
rate with their skills and compatible with their cultural values; if they attain 
a standard of living which satisfies culturally determined minimum require-
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ments (standard of living is taken here as meaning not only income from eco-
nomic activities, but also access to amenities such as housing, public utilities, 
health services, and education.); if the socio-cultural change they undergo per-
mits them to maintain an identity of their own and to adjust psychologically 
to their new situation; if standards of living and economic opportunities for 
members of the host society have not deteriorated due to the influx of refugees; 
if friction between host population and refugees is not worse than within the 
host population itself; and if the refugees do not encounter more discrimina-
tion than exists between groups previously settled within the host society: then 
refugees are truly integrated (p. 7).

Kuhlman suggests that participation can happen in multiple domains includ-
ing those Ager and Strang (2004) theorized and detailed in an integration frame-
work (Platts-Fowler & Robinson, 2015).

Ager and Strang (2004) are highlighted for their theory of integration and 
detailed framework of integration domains (Platts-Fowler & Robinson, 2015). Those 
domains fall under four integration factors—markers and means, social connection, 
facilitators, and foundation. Markers and  means  focus on the functional domains 
that are markers of being integrated: employment, housing, education, and health 
(Platts-Fowler & Robinson, 2015). Social connection refers to social bonds, social 
bridges, and social links. These domains focus on connections within the refugee 
community, bridges formed to other groups, and links to societal resources (Platts-
Fowler & Robinson, 2015).  Facilitators focus on domains that help refugees suc-
cessfully engage in society, skills that entail language and cultural knowledge, and 
safety and stability. Lastly, the foundation  of  integration focuses on the domain 
of rights and citizenship (Platts-Fowler & Robinson, 2015). A growing number of 
researchers have called on scholars to conceptualize integration as a multidimen-
sional process in which refugees’ inclusive participation in diverse domains is criti-
cal for their quality of life and maintaining their new and original culture (Borselli & 
van Meijl, 2020; Phillimore, 2020; Ward et al., 2020). This article responds to these 
scholars’ call and employs a multidimensional analysis of integration which builds 
on the understanding that each refugee lives and functions in all domains. In doing 
so, we view each refugee as a person with multiple integration experiences that have 
an additive effect on their lives (Hairo et al., 2019). For instance, the economic out-
comes they achieve are argued to be dependent upon the integration a refugee expe-
riences in educational, social, and cultural domains (Hynie, 2018). In addition to our 
multidimensional analysis, this article compares these domains of integration across 
three European states. By comparing each domain across European states, we iden-
tify more generalizable patterns of integration and effective sources of integration. 
While work has been done comparing integration across countries, to our knowl-
edge, the vast majority of this work focuses on economic integration and does not 
comparatively examine multiple domains (Donato & Ferris, 2020). In some cases, 
scholars examine non-economic domains but they typically focus on a single domain 
or aspects within a domain (for example: education (McBrien, 2005); social capi-
tal (Wijers, 2013; Daley, 2007) health and psychology (Matlin et  al., 2018; Knip-
scheer et al., 2015; Nelson-Peterman et al., 2015; Takeda, 2000); discrimination (Te 
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Lindert et al., 2008; Lindert et al., 2008); disability (Mirza, 2012); and citizenship 
rights (Baban et al., 2017). By examining multiple domains in a comparative per-
spective, our research takes a holistic view of contemporary integration of Syrian 
refugees in Europe.

Markers and Means

Employment is important to refugees. It allows them an opportunity to learn the 
language, build a future, regain confidence, and establish status. What is especially 
critical in gaining employment for refugees is human capital. It increases the oppor-
tunity to learn and practice the language of their host country. Human capital theory 
proposes that having job-related skills and academic qualifications increases one’s 
chances of being employed (Gracia et al., 2016; Barone et al., 2011). Particularly, 
language proficiency, a highly valued skill, is critical for finding employment among 
first-generation migrants (Van Tubergen &  Kalmijn,  2005; Chiswick & Miller, 
1999). By the same token, lacking language proficiency can lead to negative repre-
sentation in the media and a refusal by the hiring organization to recognize prior cre-
dentials (Jackson & Bauder, 2013; Tomlinson, 2010; Ager & Strang, 2008; Bloch, 
2004; Dumper, 2002; ECRE, 1999).

Another domain of integration is housing. Securing housing, an  important  step 
to gaining social inclusion, is considered a precondition to enjoying basic rights 
and services  (Andersen et  al., 2013;  Netto, 2011; Phillips, 2006). Housing also 
has an effect on the physical and emotional well-being of refugees (Ager & Strang, 
2008). For refugees, the place they live is not just about location, it also influences 
their feelings and impacts on the quality of their experiences in that space (Cloke 
et  al., 2005).  Hence, when a community’s housing policies are inadequate, this 
raises a barrier for refugees (ECRE, 1999). In fact, they can result in increased expe-
riences with discrimination and spatial segregation (Buscher, 2011; Jacobsen, 2006; 
Landau, 2006).

A vital part of integration is education. Attending a school provides displaced 
individuals a sense of normalcy, allows for socialization, and even instills hope 
(Mosselson et al., 2017). From receiving education, a refugee is apt to build rela-
tionships and become a productive member of society. Some barriers faced by chil-
dren entering school are isolation and exclusion, inexperience in how to navigate the 
school system, and improper support for learning the host country’s language (Ager 
& Strang, 2008). In a study conducted by Rabia Hos (2020), the author found that 
refugee children in the United States whose education had been interrupted needed 
social and emotional support, had additional responsibilities at home to worry about, 
and did not know enough about the education system to create realistic career goals. 
These previous studies outline not just the importance of education for integration 
but also the challenges in accessing and obtaining it.

Finally, possessing good health is viewed as a condition for active engagement 
in a new society. Barriers to refugees’ health revolve around accessibility to health 
care. Power differentials  in the doctor-patient relationship can make it difficult for 
refugees to trust their doctors (Newbold & McKeary, 2016), and language barriers 
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can hinder communication (Shirazi & Caynan, 2016). If refugees are able to share 
their stories and journeys with doctors, then  they will engage more, which ulti-
mately can improve their health (Newbold & McKeary, 2016; Shirazi & Caynan, 
2016). Being able to communicate effectively is also key to refugees providing their 
medical history. Having good translation services then is critical but not sufficient, 
as it takes time for a refugee to build trust in both the translator and the doctor (Shi-
razi & Caynan, 2016).

According to several studies, when newcomers are excluded or rejected by a host 
community, mental health issues are often a result (Whittaker et al., 2005; Sinner-
brink et al., 1997). In fact, a major concern is posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
(Beiser, 2009; Silove et al., 2007; Blight et al., 2006; Keller et al., 2006; Beiser & 
Wickrama, 2004; Mollica et  al., 1997). PTSD can be augmented by the language 
barrier, a lack of information about services, and the legal frame of the host coun-
try  (Lindert et  al., 2008). Mental health and trauma can differ among migrant 
groups, none of which is  properly addressed when migrants try to access care 
(Robila, 2018).

Social Connection

A necessary component of new migrants settling into local areas are social con-
nections with the settled population. The three primary forms of social capital that 
refugees can build are bonding, bridging, and linking social capital (Woodlcock, 
2002; Kawachi, 2006; Poortinga, 2012; Tippens, 2019). All three are important to 
refugee health and well-being (Szreter & Woolcock, 2004). Those who share similar 
attributes and social identities can generate bonding social capital (Tippens, 2019). 
Bonding social capital is necessary for social cohesion and support  (Poortinga, 
2012). Social bonds  also  refer to the trust and co-operative relationships between 
people who share cultural practices  and  social identities (Ager & Strange, 2008; 
Hogg, 2006). While social bonds are important in the integration process, creating 
these bonds in the refugee community can be influenced by the makeup of the local 
population and the mobility of the refugee population (Platts-Fowler & Robinson, 
2015).

Bridging capital signifies the connections between  people  who are  differ-
ent regarding social identity (Kawachi, 2006). It is representative of external social 
networks across different social and ethnic groups who do not share similar iden-
tities  (Poortinga, 2012).  Building social bridging capital to another community 
can depend on community norms and values related to shared identities, history 
of treatment due to differences, and the shared understandings between different 
groups (Platts-Fowler & Robinson, 2015).

Linking social capital is best described as the  norms of respect within trusted 
relationships that interact across power hierarchies in society (Kawachi, 2006; Poort-
inga, 2012).  Power hierarchies could include local authorities, job centers, politi-
cal resources, or any local organizations where citizen rights are exercised (Platts-
Fowler & Robinson, 2015).  Linking social capital can provide valuable resources 
and rights for refugees, though its availability is not equitable. Gender plays a key 
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role; female refugees tend to easily access bonding capital but struggle to access 
linking and bridging capital (Boateng, 2010; McMichael & Manderson, 2004).

Facilitators

For refugees to establish a sense of belonging in a new society, one of the most 
vital factors is proficiency in the host language. Considered a gateway, language can 
secure employment and social connections (Kristjansdottir & Skaptadottir, 2018). 
When refugees lose their social connections, they can experience stress, loneliness, 
and sadness (Kristjansdottir & Skaptadottir, 2018; Wachter et al., 2016; Pedersen, 
2012; Deacon & Sullivan, 2009). Additionally, if a refugee lacks these second-lan-
guage skills, he or she is unequipped to fight for rights, resulting in further exclusion 
( Akcapar & Simsek, 2018; Grace et al., 2018). Another facilitator of belonging is 
access to safe environments (Platts-Fowler & Robinson, 2015).  For refugees, safe 
environments include not being discriminated against,  feeling personally safe, and 
sensing peace between communities.  Refugees want to live in areas that are well 
regarded as it provides them with a feeling of safety. They would engage in their 
local communities if they believed the communities were free from physical threats, 
fear, and abuse (Ager & Strang, 2004).

Foundation

The foundation to understanding the integration of refugees  is rights  and citizen-
ship  (Ager & Strang, 2008).  While notions of nationhood, rights, and citizen-
ship  may vary by  location,  they are necessary to understanding the integration 
process (Strange & Ager, 2010). They shape the fundamental understanding of the 
rights  rendered to and responsibilities expected of refugees (O’Neill, 2001).  An 
articulation of refugee rights can thus describe the foundation of integration policy 
that refugees may expect host governments to uphold (Ager & Strang, 2008).

Methods

This research included interviews with 58 Syrian refugees living in Germany, 
France, and Switzerland. Conducted during the summer and fall of 2019, the inter-
views enlisted respondents representing a range of demographics and attributes, 
including gender, employment status, family status, language proficiency, and age.

We examined these three countries for their comparative leverage as they account 
for the numerical impact of Syrian refugees on integration. As of 2019, Germany 
had the greatest number of Syrian refugees (~ 572,000) in Europe, and France and 
Switzerland have roughly the same number of Syrian Refugees (~ 18,000). However, 
Syrian refugees, as a percentage of the population in each country, represented a dif-
ferent mass — Germany 0.68%, France 0.03%, and Switzerland 0.22%. From the ten 
European countries that hosted most Syrian refugees, Germany, France, and Swit-
zerland roughly, and respectively, represent the highest, lowest, and median number 
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of Syrians refugees as a percentage of the population.1 Comparing countries with 
a different percentage of Syrian refugees helped our study to account for the net 
influx of Syrians. The numbers were important as they are often related to the level 
of popular anti-immigration and anti-integration perceptions (Bonikowski, 2016). 
Accounting for the number of refugees was then helpful to discern causality. Dif-
ferences across countries could potentially be related to the number of refugees and 
similarities and differences across countries could help point to broader preexisting 
conditions in Europe.

The recruitment, primarily conducted by the researchers and the translator, 
selected interviewees through snowballing techniques in six cities: Berlin, Essen, 
Bochum, Reims, Paris, and Zurich. Each city is notable for its large Syrian refu-
gee populations. The translator who is himself a refugee helped identify an initial 
group of family and friends who helped recruit the remaining participants. To obtain 
a comprehensive understanding of the challenges experienced by Syrian refugees, 
the translator aimed to identify a diverse group of respondents in terms of their age 
and gender (Table 1). To be eligible, respondents had to be at least 18 years old and 
identified as a Syrian refugee. The interviews were conducted either by the transla-
tor or by the researchers with the help of the translator. The translator, a journalist, 
was a young Syrian refugee living in Italy. Semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted face to face and lasted from 30  min to two hours. The interview protocol 
included open-ended questions intended to identify respondents’ everyday experi-
ences including challenges in all domains. Interviews were, per institutional review 
board guidelines, conducted in a private setting. Respondents were asked questions 
regarding their experiences during the resettlement process, such as the following: 
“Can you please tell me about your journey to Europe?” “What are the issues that 
are the most important for you?” “In what ways have you been involved with solving 
the issues that you consider as important for you?” The interviews were then tran-
scribed and translated by a professional translator.

For data analysis, the research used a combination of narrative analysis and a 
consensual qualitative research (CQR) approach. Narrative analysis included identi-
fying themes in the data based on recurring ideas. A theme represented a challenge 
that numerous refugees mentioned in talking about the process of integration. These 
themes were inductively coded under the deductive framework within the domains 
of integration. To increase the reliability of the data analysis, researchers used the 
CQR as a second step. They identified themes and discussed them verbally and in 
writing. The process was conducted with the goal of reaching consensus on the 
identified themes. The researchers met on a weekly basis, approximately ten times, 
to discuss the coding and revise the coding framework before reaching consensus on 
the themes. The consensual qualitative research is important in order to avoid group-
think; it also allows inclusion of diverse perspectives in the coding process.

1 Of the ten European countries with the most Syrian refugees, Syrian Refugees make up a specific 
percentage of the population: Sweden (1.12%), Germany (0.68%), Austria ((0.58), Denmark (0.35%), 
Greece (0.26%), Bulgaria (0.25%), Switzerland (0.22%), Netherlands (0.18%), Belgium (0.14%), France 
(0.03%) (UNHCR, 2019).
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Results: Exclusion from Domains of Integration in France, Switzerland 
and Germany

Markers and Means

Employment Excluded from the same opportunities afforded to autochthonous pop-
ulations, Syrians were primarily allowed to participate in the low-wage economy. 
Regardless of an individual’s experience and education, many refugees in all three 
countries reported being systematically barred from high-wage positions and even 
general employment based on their age, nationality, or religion. Refugees recounted 
their attempts to secure employment but being denied because of their nationality or 

Table 1  Interviewee 
demographics

*25% of respondents did not specify

Demographic characteristics Category Percentage of 
respondents 
(%)

Country of residence Germany 46
Switzerland 19
France 35

Religion Muslim 100
Language proficiency Arabic 100

German 56
English 19
French 13

Relationship status* Married 19
Single 56

Gender Female 19
Male 81

Age Under 25 19
Between 25 and 50 78
Over 50 3

Ethnicity Arab 97
Kurdish 3

Year of entry 2003–2013 21
2014–2015 55
2016–2018 24

Means of entry Smuggler 33
Student Visa 14
Unspecified 15
Family reunification 8
Travel Visa 12
Asylum refugee visa 6
Other 12
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their foreign-sounding names: “if there is a Swiss and a refugee with the same possi-
bilities, the company decides to hire a Swiss.” Similarly, a refugee with higher edu-
cation and proper training in France described submitting 30 applications for jobs at 
local pharmacies and all of them being rejected. Another form of exclusion for high-
wage positions included religion and gender. Women who wore hijabs were rou-
tinely rejected for employment. Stories about job rejection were frequent among ref-
ugees in all three countries. Refugees reported that the one formal mechanism that 
impeded their access to high-wage employment was government agencies refusal 
to recognize their professional licensure and education. Many refugees were forced 
to change their professions and work in sectors incompatible with their training and 
education. With that professional history going unrecognized, they felt a devaluing 
of their previous life experience. For those refugees who did attempt to gain the nec-
essary recognition to practice their profession, local governments required extensive 
coursework, examinations, and lengthy time periods of supervision. Unfortunately, 
not all refuges were able to commit the time needed to access and attend these edu-
cational opportunities.

Being excluded from the formal economy, refugees struggled to integrate and 
normalize in multiple domains of integration. These institutional (formal rules and 
norms limit behavior and access to opportunities) and intentional (individual’s limit 
behavior and access to opportunities) discriminatory practices enforce an economic 
class division that maps onto a social and perceived cultural distinction between the 
autochthonous and refugee populations. Being a refugee in Europe not only resulted 
in unequal employment opportunities that limited economic participation, but it 
directly limited Syrian refugees’ opportunities to participate in wider social and 
cultural activities, like attending community events or taking in a local art exhibit. 
Being underpaid exacerbated refugees’ struggle to escape poverty, limited their par-
ticipation in society, and left them little time to act or be seen as a part of the com-
munity. For instance, without a disposable income, many refugees described being 
priced out of cultural activities and not having sufficient time to participate in com-
munity activities and events. Economic inequalities also furthered status distinctions 
that limited the potential to be seen as an equal or natural participant in commu-
nity activities. As employment discrimination constrains disposable income and 
time, Syrian refugees remain socio-economically separated from European nationals 
(Fasani et al., 2018; Luik et al., 2018).

The socio-economic gap separating Europeans and Syrian refugees was only 
widened by the relative success refugees found in undocumented employment and 
remuneration, that is, in the informal economy. With minimal access to high-wage 
jobs, refugees found incentive to work in the informal economy. Refugees acknowl-
edged that they found work “illegally,” meaning that they worked for an employer 
without official documentation. In these instances, employers often exploited ref-
ugees, paying them very low wages and dismissing them without notice. Despite 
these negative experiences, many refugees were still attracted to the informal econ-
omy and remained unemployed, as with that status they often received larger gov-
ernment payments. They reported that the pay from jobs in the formal economy 
was insufficient to cover living expenses. Hence, many refugees were compelled to 
remain unemployed, so as to avoid the economic fall their families would experience 
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if they did gain employment and forgo government subsidies. If refugees remained 
unemployed, they were more likely to rise above subsistence living, but at the cost 
of participating in the traditional economy and navigating its challenging path to 
integration. Generally, these countries do not suffer from high unemployment rates. 
Unemployment rates range from around 10% in France to 6% in Germany and 4% in 
Switzerland (OECD, 2021). High employment appears to prevail primarily in refu-
gee communities.

Table 2 illustrates the cost of living compared to state assistance. While refugees 
mention that the state assistance is often a vital part of their income, it is far below 
the cost of living in every city where we interviewed refugees.

Housing Refugees noted that finding and maintaining stable housing was an over-
whelming and time-intensive endeavor especially in Germany and Switzerland. In 
Germany, the majority of refugees mentioned challenges in finding housing because 
of the private landlords making housing allocation decisions. Landlords preferred 
refugees who were employed and were not receiving any form of social benefits or 
assistance from the government. Forced to have employment before residence was 
challenging for newcomers who needed time to find employment. Many landlords 
refused to rent housing to Syrian refugees. One refugee mentioned being told bla-
tantly that he would not be provided an apartment because he was Syrian: “You are 
Syrian and therefore I will not give you the apartment. A German citizen deserves 
this apartment more than you.” To avoid landlords, refugees tried finding apartments 
through German friends or by using brokers. Brokers were helpful but not accessible 
to all as they were very expensive (e.g., 5000 euro). When an apartment was out of 
reach, refugees would consider moving to other regions but here again they faced 
challenges. The German government prohibited moving from one city to another 
before refugees’ 3-year residence permit expired. The German government also 
had limitations on the space allocation for apartments. One refugee described this 
process:

Table 2  Monthly cost of living 
v. monthly state assistance

Cost of living was identified through Expatistan (2021), except for 
Bochum*, which was found on Numbeo (2021). State assistance was 
identified through Hodali and Prange (2018), except for Zurich**, 
which was found on Asylum Information Database (2021)

Cities Cost of living
(Euro)

State assistance
(Euro)

Berlin 1,899 354
Essen 1,390 354
Bochum 1,238* 354
Reims 1,441 204
Paris 3,400 204
Zurich 3,582 1,045**
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A refugee is obliged to go to his or her permanent staff member to submit 
applications or obtain the necessary approvals for anything, even if it is mar-
ginal, or if the refugee has found a house for rent, which is bigger than 50 
meters (for one person), the employee refuses because he does not meet the 
rent requirement of the government. Even if the house is cheap, he or she 
rejects the application.

Whether the means to housing in Germany were private or public, refugees 
encountered tremendous difficulty. The difficulty in finding housing in some areas 
often creates settlement communities where housing is more available (Fennelly & 
Palasz, 2003; Zhou & Bankston, 1998), isolating refugees from the autochthonous 
population and social bridging networks that can facilitate integration (Murdie and 
Ghosh, 2009) and empowerment (Feinstein & Poleacovschi, 2021).

In Switzerland, refugees described a two-way process to finding an apartment. 
Some found apartments with the help of the refugee office or they searched on their 
own through private landlords. Whether one chose the public or private option was 
largely determined by their residence permit. Those with an F-residence permit had 
little choice but to go through the refugee office as many landlords refused to pro-
vide an apartment. The majority of the refugees who were provided with an apart-
ment through the refugee office mentioned being satisfied with this process. Some 
did complain about the quality of certain apartments or about not having the oppor-
tunity to choose an apartment. Refugees with a B-residence permit could choose 
their apartment, but noted two challenges. They experienced a similar discrimina-
tory process as observed in Germany where landlords favored Swiss nationals or 
other Europeans. Additionally, they noted that social benefits provided by the gov-
ernment were insufficient; with the meager assistance provided, they could not pay 
the full rent.

In France, refugees were generally satisfied with the government-provided ser-
vices for finding an apartment. The government provided social housing and worked 
closely with real estate agencies in finding them. Unlike in Germany and Switzer-
land, refugees found housing quickly primarily because landlords did not partici-
pate in the approval process. Delays in the approval were still common in urban 
areas such as Paris and Lyon where the demand was higher and the process was 
longer. Refugees in France still noted some negatives to social housing such as being 
located in an isolated section or on the outskirts of the community. This segrega-
tion from the rest of the community resulted in an inability to build relationships 
with community members, and an overreliance on one another. A refugee in France 
mentioned that this exclusion negatively affected their integration and quality of life:

The government gathers all foreigners in one region or one neighborhood. 
The government thus impedes the integration process, as it cuts communica-
tion between the French and immigrants. This also increases crime because the 
government neglects neighborhoods inhabited by refugees or migrants. This 
thing is happening everywhere in France.
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Being segregated from the host community only further alienated refugees from 
French residents. Refugees recounted how this practice seemed to bolster existing 
stereotypes about themselves and make their conditions more hostile.

The housing market clearly varies across cities. Table 3 in the appendix lists the 
monthly average rates for renting apartments in each of the six cities (Numbeo, 
2021). Unsurprisingly, the cost of housing in Berlin, Paris, and Zurich are the most 
expensive with three-bedroom apartments in the city center averaging roughly 2000–
4000 Euro per month and one-bedroom apartments in the city center averaging 
1000–2000 Euro per month. The cost of housing in Essen, Bochum, and Reims are 
less expensive with three-bedroom apartments in the city center averaging roughly 
900–1300 Euro per month and one-bedroom apartments in the city center averaging 
500 Euro per month. The larger cities face more competitive markets, which aligns 
with our results on housing in Berlin. Unlike other cities, refugees mentioned Berlin 
housing market as being particularly competitive.

For Syrian refugees housing discrimination had two salient effects—the block-
ing of assimilation (adopting the cultural norms of the autochthonous population 
(Berry, 1992)) and the forsaking of their home culture. First, those unable to secure 
adequate housing were unable to assimilate and actively “othered.” Without a house 
to live in, a refugee could not begin to feel a sense of home. In this study, densely 
populated areas frequently had insufficient housing. To secure housing, refugees 
were forced to find a sublease or wait for extensive periods. Some refugees had no 
choice but to live in shelters or move into housing with other refugees in substand-
ard conditions. Finding homes large enough to comfortably accommodate large fam-
ilies was nearly impossible. In urban areas, even refugees without families had to 
wait for years to secure housing. In other words, these refugees went years with no 
opportunity to look like, or feel included with, the vast majority of those living in 
the country. Lastly, even when provided with housing, refugees in all three countries 
were barred from bringing their culture into it or were allowed to live only in all-
immigrant neighborhoods. Landlords imposed discriminatory restrictions, such as 
dictating that the tenant could not play Arabic language television channels or Ara-
bic music. Without their music, television, and attire, refugees were allowed only a 
physical shelter but not a home in the traditional sense. Those who obtained shelter 
became divided, as they were prohibited from participating, even in private, in all 
their cultural traditions, which made it difficult for them to integrate. In order for 
them to have housing, it would seem they must abandon their cultural practices.

The comparison across cases demonstrated that public led housing in France out-
performed the private led housing in both Germany and Switzerland. When refugees 
were assisted through government services and could avoid encountering private 
landlords, they were able to find adequate housing at a satisfying rate.

Education In all three countries, the most central issue regarding education  con-
cerned the respective governments recognizing Syrian university degrees and 
licenses. “The government does not help Syrian refugees and university students to 
study in Switzerland. For example, the Swiss government does not recognize Syr-
ian university degrees. The government doesn’t take proper care to help them.” 
Syrian refugees were not able to practice their professions unless they underwent a 
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time-consuming, costly, and laborious process of meeting the settled community’s 
standards for their particular profession. They described cumbersome and lengthy 
processes where refugees had to enroll in additional classes and pass examinations. 
For example, medical and pharmacy practitioners had the opportunity to enroll in 
a three-year program and participate in practical training at a pharmacy school and 
receive a certificate at the end of it. Nevertheless, the certificate was not as valu-
able as a university degree. Therefore, refugees had to still enroll in the university 
to obtain full credentials. Refugees who had the time and resources to attend a uni-
versity were generally satisfied with the quality of university programs and the fact 
that university was mostly free. For many refugees, though, their waking hours were 
consumed trying to secure employment and housing. As such, they did not see edu-
cational opportunities as viable.

All three countries have the same basic university enrollment requirements and 
no legal restrictions preventing refugees who have not obtained asylum. While the 
application process is fairly uniform, there is a separate admission process for those 
who graduated in a foreign state outside the European Union. There is an investiga-
tion as to whether their degree(s) are equivalent to an accredited higher education 
qualification (Grüttner et  al., 2018). Furthermore, many found challenges navigat-
ing the application process, obtaining language proficiency, and finding sufficient 
resources to forgo employment and attend university. Beyond these informal restric-
tions, family obligations and the need to seek employment seemed to limit univer-
sity students to primarily younger Syrian refugees.

Health In all three countries, health insurance was available upon arrival and largely 
accessible until refugees obtained jobs. Refugees were generally satisfied with the 
free health care and the level of services provided. This was one realm in which 
they felt they had equal standing with citizens. One refugee said, “Health insurance 
is very good in France. Refugees receive a lot of health assistance. The services are 
very good in France. Everything is secured for daily life.”

Social Connection

Social Bonds Refugees tended to value connectedness to their families and other 
refugees of like-ethnic groups. Notably, however, refugees described inter-refugee 
divisions based on differences in their cultural values or experiences in their migra-
tion paths. These divisions include differences among old Syrians and newcomers. 
A refugee in Germany described it as follows:

So we have… newcomers, old immigrants. And there was some kind of, not 
conflict, not acceptance between both but, no satisfaction in the relationship 
between those two groups. Those old Syrian immigrants, they felt their situa-
tion was threatened in a way. First, they were shocked by the people who are 
coming. The old Syrian community here, you know how difficult it was for the 
Syrian to come to Germany or to any European country. So most of those who 
are here were either doctors, professors, high qualified with high education…
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And then with people coming from lower classes, education or economy. 
People coming from the rural villages, for them they don’t represent Syrians. 
Those are going to damage our image in the eyes of the Europeans. The other 
point is there was this kind of maybe jealousy. The old immigrants really suf-
fered here. Suffered to earn their money, suffered to learn the language. There 
was no integration at that time, who came here 20 years ago, 25 years ago. 
You have to work, you have to learn, you have to go to college. You have to do 
everything by your own. They say that now the newcomers are receiving a lot 
of benefits.

There are differences in the migration patterns among older immigrants and the 
newcomer community. These have created friction among the two groups and dis-
tinct perspectives on integration. Refugees also mentioned distinct perspectives on 
what women’s role should be in the society, including whether they should wear a 
hijab. Women wearing the hijab faced conflicting pressures from the autochthonous 
and Syrian community. The autochthonous population excluded women who wear 
the hijab from all spheres of integration, at the same time some Syrians opposed 
women giving up the hijab. Refugees mentioned struggling with this pressure to 
both give up and keep the hijab and the disagreements it created among Syrians. 
Finally, multiple refugees identified a “religious hardening” that they noticed among 
particular individuals and ethnic enclaves. As one refugee in France explained:

There is a religious hardening among Syrians in France. Even religiously con-
servative people are radicalizing in France. Perhaps it is an identity crisis for 
these religious conservatives. And I think that the percentage of those is great. 
There is tax evasion within the Syrian community, but this is not limited to the 
Syrians only. Everyone evades, even the French.

Refugees identified that this hardening of cultural norms was likely an attempt to 
disrupt the notion of assimilation and remain connected to one’s culture.

Social Bridges The majority of refugees described similar experiences in all three 
countries with discrimination by those from the autochthonous population. They 
most frequently noted that discrimination concerned the overgeneralization of ste-
reotypes and religion. An overwhelming portion of refugees described being stereo-
typed as backward, inferior, terrorists or supporters of the Islamic State ISIS, lazy, 
job-stealing, criminals, and religiously radical. These characteristics were routinely 
used to describe masses of refugees from the same population. For example, the 
actions of one refugee were understood by those of the settled community to repre-
sent the inclinations of all the refugees within a community. The overgeneralization 
and misrepresentation of groups were routinely aided by the media, who tended to 
speak carelessly about refugees using language that labeled them as monolithic and 
treated their presence as generally undesirable.

Refugees also experienced discrimination based on religion. Women who 
wore hijabs were regular targets of racism and xenophobia. One refugee in France 
described an incident involving a taxi driver: “I was a witness to a discrimination 
incident of a Muslim girl wearing hijab. The lady wanted to take a taxi to go to 
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another city. The taxi driver refused to take the Muslim woman and justified his 
action by saying that she wore the hijab.” Other women described the blatant disre-
gard by neighbors or members of the settled community when they passed them on 
the sidewalk or sat near them in a bus. The host community members would avoid 
eye contact and communication and, in some instances, would request women to 
remove their veil.

When asked about the perpetrators, refugees emphasized that the elderly of the 
autochthonous population frequently partook in the discrimination, noting that more 
open to and welcoming of their presence were the younger generation. One elderly 
woman, according to a refugee, boarded a bus and, finding no vacant seat, demanded 
that the refugee should give up his seat for her. “You are a stranger. This is my 
place,” she asserted. Elders also voiced their disgust at foreign languages. Broadly, 
refugees described feeling “hatred” from the elderly residents of the autochthonous 
community.

Social Links Refugees in all three countries described weak social links based on 
social service neglect and unfair treatment in employment, housing, language, 
rights, and citizenship domains. In these domains of integration, social services 
tended to provide inadequate care and benefits to support refugees’ integration. 
As for helping them integrate into the labor market, refugees identified the neglect 
within individual government organizations as well as the government system as a 
whole. The most concerning aspect was the bureaucratic nature of processing resi-
dence permit applications. Almost every refugee found the process to be confusing, 
exhausting, and tedious and that navigating it successfully affected their chances of 
finding jobs and housing. Government regulations frequently required refugees to 
secure one application before they could apply for another, delaying the possibility 
of integration and fatiguing all involved. As a result, refugees were commonly tied 
up in a bureaucracy, awaiting decisions to move forward with their lives. Many refu-
gees noted that these time frames amounted to “years lost,” a waiting period during 
which meaning was stolen from their lives. Even after receiving residence permits, 
refugees disagreed with the government about the permits’ limitations. Some resi-
dence permits in Switzerland and Germany were restrictive of refugees’ mobility to 
other countries, which affected their quality of life. This concern was brought up by 
every refugee in Switzerland, all of whom mentioned the unfairness of the F-resi-
dence type and expressed a strong desire to protest. As a result of these experiences 
with the government, refugees described weak social links and feelings of helpless-
ness, acknowledging their fate lay in the hands of a system that ignored their needs, 
excluded them, and diminished their existence.

Facilitators

Language and Cultural Knowledge Refugees noted the importance of language for 
integration but described differences in language services provided across the three 
countries and challenges in committing time to attend these courses. In Germany 
and Switzerland, refugees described free courses for all levels and showed a general 
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satisfaction with the quality of these courses. Nevertheless, refugees in France stated 
that the courses provided by the government (150–200 h of French) included only 
a beginner-level foundation. As a result, they reached out to outside centers (e.g., 
universities, private agencies) to learn the language. In some instances, these centers 
were not free, which added to their financial burden. Another challenge was find-
ing the time to attend these courses while many were working. Refugees mentioned 
dropping out of courses because of having to work so that they could provide for 
their families in Europe and in Syria.

The comparison across cases demonstrated that public led language training in 
Germany and Switzerland outperformed the minimal public training in France. 
When refugees were consistently assisted through government services to develop 
language skills, they satisfyingly provided refugees with language training.

Safety and Stability Refugees described experiences with danger and exploitation 
both during and following migration. During migration, refugees regularly experi-
enced harsh physical conditions, such as using inflatable boats to cross bodies of 
water, walking through forests where they experienced assaults by other groups, and 
being robbed and pummeled in the darkness of the night. Following migration, in 
the settled community, refugees experienced state-sanctioned abuse by police or 
members of community as well as psychological distress that resulted in their “hat-
ing life.” Psychological distress was noted as a regular occurrence for some refugees 
who recounted periods of total isolation, terror when they walked down a street, or 
fear and anxiety associated with an inability to meet their needs. This distress was 
naturally amplified when their children were targeted. Some refugees described situ-
ations where their children’s safety was used as a form of manipulation and exploi-
tation. Refugees were told that their children would be harmed or detained by fed-
eral authorities unless refugees responded in the ways that individuals or agencies 
demanded. Refugee children were also subjected to discrimination in school set-
tings, where their school mates demeaned and even ostracized them for their refugee 
status or nationality. One refugee recounted an instance when he was held account-
able, in class, for attacks perpetrated against a community (made by other individu-
als of his nationality), despite the refugee not being involved in the attack.

Foundation

Rights and Citizenship Refugees struggled to integrate even at a foundational level. 
A great challenge was gaining access to residence permits that allowed them the 
freedom to fully integrate into the society. In all three countries, refugees experi-
enced challenges with obtaining permit rights and with the limitations of rights 
based on a permit type. In France, the government assisted refugees during the pro-
cess. Nevertheless, the process was laborious and with no shared timeline for when 
they would receive notification about the outcome of their application.

In Switzerland, the majority of refugees mentioned significant challenges with 
the type of residence permits they received as it had implications for the permit 
duration and renewal and family reunification (State Secretariat for Migration SEM, 
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2019). The B-residence permit is for officially recognized refugees and issued for 
one year. It is typically renewed as long as the permit holder is still recognized as 
a refugee. Recognized refugees are given permission to be joined by their family 
members who lived as a family unit prior to fleeing their country of origin. These 
family members are also granted asylum. The F-residence permit is for provisionally 
admitted foreigners and simply maintains that a person may remain in Switzerland 
for one year with possible renewal. Those who receive this permit must manage its 
limitations, primarily as they constrain family reunification. The F permit requires 
at least a three-year waiting period for provisionally admitted foreigners to be joined 
by their immediate family members. Further, reunification requires a number of met 
prerequisite conditions, including suitable housing and financial independence. This 
type of permit limited refugees’ ability to move to new regions in the country and 
their mobility outside the country. It also limited their ability to sign mobile con-
tracts or rent a home independently. Landlords frequently refused to rent housing 
to those with this permit type. Some refugees were fortunate to obtain the “good” 
residence permit (the B-residence permit) if they were able to show “political risks” 
in Syria. Many were confused about the process of granting one permit type over 
another. Refugees remarked that the process had no systematic logic and even those 
who met the requirements (e.g., being wanted by the Syrian regime) were denied 
approval. Others thought that those with poor language skills and who were unem-
ployed would not receive one.

In Germany, a similar situation was observed where refugees described restricted 
mobility outside the country based on their residence permit. Permits dictated what 
refugees were allowed to do and when they were allowed to do it. This is but one 
example of the state repression experienced by refugees who regularly experienced 
detainment, pursued by security institutions, and rejections of asylum status. One 
refugee described his process of migration, which was made overwhelmingly diffi-
cult by abuses of power, persecution, state repression, and securitization of borders.

This particular Syrian demonstrated against his country’s regime, which got his 
name on a most-wanted list. Seeking safety, the refugee arranged for a smuggler to 
transport him to Beirut and then Canada. From Beirut, the refugee’s plane stopped 
in Paris and then went directly to Cuba, where the smuggler told the refugee that he 
could no longer help due to road closures in Canada. The refugee requested help get-
ting to the Netherlands where friends and family lived. However, without a particu-
lar visa, the refugee was forced to return to Paris, where he was arrested for illegally 
entering the country. The French government tried to force him to apply for asylum. 
He refused because it required a fingerprint agreement, which would prohibit him 
from then traveling to the Netherlands. The police detained the refugee and held 
him at the airport until he agreed to apply for asylum. He then left France and upon 
arriving in the Netherlands and waiting for months, he saw his application for asy-
lum had been rejected because of the fingerprints taken in France. The refugee hired 
a lawyer, but to no avail. He was deported to France where he knew no one.

This example represents the tremendous challenges posed by state repression. It 
is but one of many examples shared by refugees who were essentially homeless and 
faced insecurity for lengthy periods of time due to the repressive forces of bureau-
cratic authority.
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Discussion

In Europe, autochthonous populations often express fear of new minorities and, in 
particular, refugees (Poushter, 2016). Recent electoral gains by exclusionary nation-
alists hint at the power of these fears. Italy saw the 2016 election of Matteo Salvini 
who ran on an anti-immigration platform, pledging to turn away humanitarian res-
cue ships. France, despite voting against the rightwing nationalist Marine Le Pen, 
saw the introduction of asylum policies in 2018 that weakened people’s rights to 
appeal, safeguards for those experiencing accelerated asylum procedures, and con-
tinued permission to detain migrant children. Displaced by civil war and in the 
context of xenophobia, our question arises, how are Syrian refugees comparatively 
experiencing refuge in Europe?

We find that discrimination is indeed widespread across all integration domains 
in Germany, France, and Switzerland. While the autochthonous population allows 
refugees to participate economically, politically, and socially, discrimination per-
sists across all of the integration domains and participation remains systemati-
cally unequal. The discrimination supports findings of several longitudinal studies 
that observe low levels of economic integration for refugees in Europe as well as 
case studies that find repeated barriers to social and political integration, such as 
marriages and citizenship (Donato & Ferris, 2020). For instance, refugees may be 
employed, but do not have access to high-wage jobs or professional positions. Simi-
larly, they may protest and publish newspapers, but do not have the right to vote or 
have equal access to political levers of power. These findings are particularly impor-
tant as they demonstrate that participation in various domains is not the same as 
integration in these domains (Hynie, 2018). Beyond participation, integration neces-
sitates a change in perspective that also encourages inclusion in multiple domains 
(Moreno-Colom & De Alós, 2016). Because the discrimination experience is across 
all domains, it systematically deepens the divide between the autochthonous and 
newcomer populations. However, the three countries vary in the discriminatory 
integration experience across housing, language and cultural knowledge, and rights 
and citizenship integration domains. First, in Germany, refugees struggled to find 
housing because of the discriminatory practices from landlords. Housing is a pre-
condition to enjoying basic rights and services (Andersen et al., 2013; Netto, 2011; 
Phillips, 2006); thus, it is an important step to gaining social inclusion. As a result, 
without a house, a refugee could not begin to feel a sense of home. To secure hous-
ing, refugees in Germany were forced to find a sublease or wait for extensive peri-
ods. Some refugees had no choice but to live in shelters or move into housing with 
other refugees in substandard conditions. Finding homes large enough to comfort-
ably accommodate larger families was nearly impossible. In urban areas, refugees 
even without families waited years to secure housing. In other words, these refugees 
went years with no opportunity to look like, or feel included with, the vast majority 
of those living in the country possessing regular shelter. Second, in France, language 
courses kept refugees from gaining language competency; one of the most vital fac-
tors for establishing a sense of belonging in a new society. Language proficiency is 
also critical for employment and social connections (Kristjansdottir & Skaptadottir, 
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2018). While providing language courses is not always sufficient to ensure language 
proficiency as many refugees worked and were not available to attend them, free 
access in Switzerland and Germany provided more opportunities to refugees com-
pared to refugees in France. In particular, because France provided only beginner 
level language study, refugees mentioned additional barriers in accessing language 
and cultural opportunities. They had to reach out to other centers or universities to 
find language course and experienced an additional burden to integration. Third, in 
Switzerland, F-residence permits significantly restricted refugees’ rights (Kiselev 
et al., 2020). The residence permit restricted their mobility as well as their ability 
to sign mobile contracts or rent a home independently. Additionally, the two types 
of residence permits created confusion regarding who gets the “good” or “bad” 
residence permits. The decisions were not viewed to have a systematic logic which 
increased the level of uncertainty in refugees’ everyday life. The restrictive nature 
of residency permits is well correlated with restrictions on rights and amounts to 
increasing stratification within the society (Kiselev et al., 2020; Zetter & Ruaudel, 
2014; Morris, 2002).

The contrasting differences across experiences in integration domains in the three 
countries outline the types of social programs and legal rights that significantly 
inhibited or enhanced integration. Particularly, in the housing domain, these find-
ings show that as the autochthonous population frequently discriminates the Syrian 
population, private and personal decision making needs to be removed from housing 
allocation decisions. When refugee housing is orchestrated by private individuals 
and companies it is repeatedly found to lead to discriminatory practices (Gardesse & 
Lelevrier, 2021; Hanhörster & Lobato, 2021). Social programs run by government 
with democratic oversight better assured housing for all refugees and provided more 
security and safety. In the language and cultural knowledge  domain, the findings 
confirm the importance of social programs aimed at language proficiency (Ispho-
rding, 2015). Since language is a critical component for all integration domains, it 
needs to be provided effectively. In both Germany and Switzerland, the governments 
provided extensive free language training, and refugees felt satisfied by the opportu-
nities to learn the language. In France, where public language training was only at 
the beginner level, and higher levels left to private services, refugees cited frequent 
frustrations. This provides further evidence in support of government led refugee 
integration. In the rights and citizenship domain, the findings outline the challenges 
of basic political freedoms. Without equality before the law refugees will continue 
to feel the burden and looming threat of insecurity that comes with statelessness 
(Gibson et al., 2016; Wooding, 2008), the findings in this article reinforce the call 
for both the international community and states to guarantee refugee rights.

The variation in problematic domains followed a simple pattern of democratic 
government involvement. In each country, the most problematic domain arose where 
the government largely outsourced implementation and had limited reach or lim-
ited democracy. While the private sector has worked well in providing refugee ser-
vices in North America, it shows challenges in two of the four integration frame-
work factors — Markers and Means and Facilitators — in Europe. In Switzerland, 
France, and Germany, the private sector has little incentive to take actions necessary 
for providing effective integration, like creating comprehensive services that can 
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address multiple integration needs and provide flexible and personalized services 
(Hohm et  al., 1999). Traditional welfare states, like many in Europe, have devel-
oped government programs for serving vulnerable populations, which translate into 
the public sector being best prepared and most agile in effectively serving refugees 
(van Selm, 2003). With added democratic oversight holding government providers 
accountable, public sector services adapt to meet the needs of a changing popula-
tion (Feinstein, 2019). Switzerland is not a traditional welfare state, but the state is 
similar to Germany in not outsourcing most refugee services (Lethbridge, 2017). By 
comparison, the United States (US), another  not a  traditional welfare state, relies 
primarily on the private sector to develop programs for serving vulnerable popula-
tions and the public sector takes a minimal role. In part, weak political parties in the 
US have been unable to develop democratic involvement in state welfare programs, 
leaving market forces to commodify  these programs. Research confirms that these 
US private sector programs perform well in refugee employment (van Selm, 2003). 
This finding should not discourage changing the historic patterns of service provid-
ers, but identifies a systematic deprivation in services provided by the private sector 
in European welfare states and, if a change is not made, to utilize democratic public 
agencies, to highlight the deep need for improvement among the private sector. The 
more immediate concern of this research draws our attention to sites and providers 
where vulnerable communities are currently not being effectively served.

Conclusions

Syrian refugees in Europe continue to encounter challenges regarding integration. 
This  research identified the challenges to integration in diverse domains includ-
ing those that act as markers and  means (employment, housing, education and 
health), social connections (social bonds, social bridges and social links), facil-
itators (language and cultural knowledge, safety and stability), and foundations 
(rights and citizenship) of integration. Using 58 interviews with Syrian refugees 
living in Germany, France, and Switzerland, the research team found out that 
refugees are marginalized and excluded from all domains of integration. Despite 
discrimination in all integration domains, countries vary in which domains and 
indicators pose the greatest challenges to refugees. In Germany, refugees fre-
quently encountered obstacles to finding adequate housing. In France, refugees 
often struggled to obtain adequate language training, and in Switzerland, refugees 
encountered anxiety and uncertainty applying for residence permits as the process 
seemed to lack transparency. We found that when governments outsourced inte-
gration efforts in a domain and had less involvement or democractic processes in 
the domain, refugees identified the domain as posing the most frequent challenge 
to integration. Comparatively, when the government did not outsource integra-
tion efforts in the domain and remained actively involved or more democratic in 
the process, refugees did not identify discrimination in the domain as posing the 
greatest challenge.
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