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This study examines three theses on local integration policies by a
qualitative comparative case study of integration policies in three cities
in three different countries (Berlin, Malm€o, and Rotterdam). We
found little evidence of a congruent local dimension of integration
policies. Local policies resemble their national policy frameworks fairly
well in terms of policy approaches and domains. Our multi-level per-
spective shows that this is not the result of top-down hierarchical gov-
ernance, but rather of a multilevel dynamic of two-way interaction.
Local policy legacies and local politics matter and national policies are
also influenced by local approaches of integration.

INTRODUCTION

Migrant integration policies have often been defined in terms of national
models of integration (Brubaker 1992; Koopmans and Statham 2000;
Castles and Miller 2009 [1993]). This idea of national models has been
challenged by a growing interest in the local dimension of migrant integra-
tion policies. Studies indicate that local governments do not just implement
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national policies, but that they increasingly formulate policies as well (Alex-
ander 2003, 2007; Penninx et al. 2004; Penninx 2009; Caponio and Bork-
ert 2010; Scholten 2013). Hence, there is a need to attend to local
integration frames and to question whether there is a specifically local
dimension to integration policies.

Recent studies have provided a number of explanations for congru-
encies and incongruences between local and national policies as well as
between local policies in different cities. Next to advocates of national
models of integration policies, some scholars argue that there is a specific
local dimension of integration policies characterized by either a greater
tendency to accommodate ethnic diversity and solve integration problems
in pragmatic ways (Poppelaars and Scholten 2008; Caponio and Borkert
2010; Jørgensen 2012) or a more exclusionist approach to migrants (Mah-
nig 2004; Ambrosini 2013). These studies argue that there is a distinct
local model of integration that applies to cities even if in different coun-
tries. Horizontal modes of knowledge exchange and policy learning
between cities would reinforce such congruencies between local integration
policies.

Others have claimed that there are neither national nor local models
of integration, arguing that local policies are uniquely shaped by the spe-
cific problem, political, and policy settings in the different cities (Alexan-
der 2003; Scholten 2013). Focusing much more on how the local context
shapes processes of policy framing, this would imply that the local dimen-
sion of integration policies involves incongruences between cities as well
as between national and local governments.

The aim of this study is to contribute to existing literature on
migrant integration policies operating at different levels of governance and
in particular, the role of cities as sites of integration. We explore three
theses that can be analytically distinguished by different expectations for
congruencies between local policies and between local policies and their
respective national policy contexts in three European cities: Berlin,
Malm€o, and Rotterdam. Selecting three cities with relatively large migrant
populations but from three countries with different national integration
traditions allows us to capture differences on the national–local as well as
the local–local dimension.

We will address the following research question: To what extent is
there a specific local dimension of migrant integration policies in Berlin
Malm€o and Rotterdam, and how can this be explained? This question can
be differentiated into two subquestions. First, to what extent are there
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congruencies and incongruences between local policies in the various cities
(horizontal dimension)? And second, to what extent are there congruencies
or incongruences between national and local policies (vertical dimension)?
For both dimensions, we take into account institutional ways of interac-
tion between the different government entities as an understanding of (in)
congruences.

A MULTI-LEVEL PERSPECTIVE ON MIGRANT
INTEGRATION: THREE THESES

Scholars such as Alexander (2003, 2007), Penninx et al. (2004), and
Jørgensen (2012) describe how local governments have increasingly been
developing their own integration policies. This spurred academic debate on
the characteristics of this local level of policies vis-�a-vis national policies. In
the literature, we can analytically distinguish three theses on how local inte-
gration policies relate to national policies and to each other. They encom-
pass sometimes more than one strand of literature. We refer to them as the
local dimension, the localist and the national models thesis.

The first thesis claims that as local governments are confronted with
migrant integration issues more directly than national governments, they
will respond in rather similar ways to migrant integration. One strand of
literature contends that local governments are generally more accommoda-
tive to ethnic differences (Borkert and Bosswick 2007; Vermeulen and
Stotijn 2010). As they are often closely cooperating with immigrant orga-
nizations and representative boards, they are more inclined than national
governments to respond to immigrants’ needs (Bousetta 2001; Marques
and Santos 2004; Moore 2004; Schrover and Vermeulen 2005; Poppelaars
and Scholten 2008). This phenomenon of “pragmatic problem-coping”
has been described in other policy areas as well as an explanation for
national–local differences (Breeman, Scholten, and Timmermans 2014).

On the other hand, there are scholars who have identified congru-
ence in local responses fueled by a paradigm of exclusion (Mahnig 2004;
Ambrosini 2013). Mahnig (2004) described how integration policies in
Paris, Berlin, and Zurich have been reactive and ad hoc, with exclusionary
political interventions triggered by fears that the presence and concentra-
tion of migrant communities could threaten social peace and public order.
This becomes particularly visible in conflicts around religious buildings
(Maussen 2009; Fourot 2010). Integration is put on the agenda only
when it starts to be perceived as a political issue, concerning the whole
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urban community and not just ethnic minority groups. Local migrant
organizations are not sufficiently able to mobilize their followers and to
put their claims on the table to influence the political agenda and force a
decision in their favor (Studlar and Layton-Henry 1990; Caponio 2005).

Even though there is disagreement on the characteristics of local
integration policies, these strands of literature are alike in the way that
they distinguish a local dimension of integration policies that differs sig-
nificantly from integration policies on the national level. In terms of
national–local relations, this “local dimension” thesis expects decentralized
governance structures that allow local governments a large degree of policy
discretion, while providing a national framework that promotes horizontal
policy learning and provides only soft policy coordination. Cross-nation-
ally, this thesis predicts congruencies between local-level migrant integra-
tion policies, in spite of potential national differences. Jørgensen (2012)
argues that local congruencies can be reinforced by horizontal networks of
knowledge exchange; these facilitate horizontal policy learning, also
between local governments in different countries. Regardless of their
national setting, the expectation is that the proximity of local governments
to integration issues makes local policies similar in dealing with the pres-
ence of migrants.

A rival thesis claims that there will not only be differences between
national and local integration policies but also between local policies
because of differences in the local context. It assumes that local policies
reflect the local problem situation, political setting, and specifically local
policy legacies. For example, characteristics of a city’s economy and
migrant populations may matter to integration policies (Glick Schiller and
C�a�glar 2009). In terms of the policy setting, differences in local policy
legacies but also in local politics matter (Mahnig and Wimmer 2000; Ca-
ponio and Borkert 2010). This contrasts with the local dimension thesis,
which expects local governments to be congruent in their response to
migrant populations in a specific direction.

Furthermore, in terms of the policy setting, Jørgensen (2012), and
Glick Schiller and C�a�glar (2009) have drawn attention to city branding
and the role of local policy cultures in accounting for local integration
policies. Take for example cities like Amsterdam or London, which have
traditionally branded themselves as multicultural and cosmopolitan cities
with significant tolerance to ethnic, cultural, and religious diversity. This
contributes to the unique character of a city’s integration policies. Thus, a
second thesis expects there to be incongruences on the vertical dimension
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between national and local policies, as well as on the horizontal dimension
between cities. In terms of governance structures, this thesis expects inte-
gration policies at different levels to be largely decoupled, possibly even
involving policy contradictions or policy conflicts. Horizontal policy learn-
ing may apply in this model as well, but will be selective at best and will
not be institutionalized.

A third thesis expects that local policies will simply reflect the national
models of integration of the countries where the local governments are situ-
ated. Such “national models of integration” can be defined as nationally
and historically rooted models of integration that are codified centrally and
implemented in local-level policies. As such, these national models assume
coherence of integration policies within nation-states (Brubaker 1992; Ire-
land 1994). This thesis expects top-down hierarchical governance structures
to be in place that provide institutionalized forms of national–level policy
coordination. The role of local governments is primarily perceived in terms
of the elaboration and implementation of national policies.

Thus, this thesis predicts that there will be congruencies on the ver-
tical dimension between national and local policies within specific coun-
tries. It is assumed that national models of integration are driven by
strong issue linkages between migrant integration and other national
issues, such as national identity, national security, or the welfare state.
Therefore, this thesis predicts incongruences on the horizontal level
between national migrant integration policies in different countries and
also between city-level policies in different countries (Table 1).

METHODOLOGY

The empirical analysis involves an in-depth study of local and national
policies in three cases: Malm€o in Sweden, Rotterdam in the Netherlands,
and Berlin in Germany. This involves a most different case study design
based on three factors: First, the cities differ in size (roughly, Berlin
3,300,000, Rotterdam 600,000 and Malm€o 300,000 inhabitants), gover-

TABLE 1
OVERVIEW OF THESES

Thesis National-local level Cross country local level

Local dimension thesis Incongruence Congruence
Localist thesis Incongruence Incongruence
National models thesis Congruence Incongruence
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nance structures (Sweden and the Netherlands as [decentralized] unitary
states and Germany as a federal state), and presumed typical national inte-
gration philosophies (Swedish multiculturalism, Dutch assimilationism
and German welfare-state integration – Castles and Miller 2009 [1993]).
All cities have experienced a large influx of immigrants over the past
decennia and have developed policies to deal with integration issues.

By comparing national and local integration policies and analyzing
institutional relations, the validity, and generalizability of the different
theses can be assessed. We did not take into account the regional level of
the federal state in Germany and the provinces in the Netherlands and
Sweden. In the Netherlands, migrant integration is not dealt with on this
level of government. In the case of Germany, Berlin is a city-state that has
a direct relationship with the national government. In Sweden, the
County Administrative Boards have gained responsibility in coordinating
national and local integration policies. Their role in multilevel relations
between Malm€o and the national government will be addressed.

For each of the cases, national and local policy documents were ana-
lyzed, to reconstruct policy approaches and domains in the period 2005–
2012. In addition, a review was made of secondary literature that focuses
in particular on the policy process that led to these national and local pol-
icies. Finally, interviews were held with local policy makers (eight in
Malm€o, seven in Rotterdam and nine in Berlin).1 The interviews and con-
sultation of secondary literature were conducted to reconstruct policy pro-
cesses and multilevel interaction and to confirm whether our
understanding of the local policies was correct and complete. Data collec-
tion took place under auspices of the UniteEurope project.

The three cases are strategically chosen for qualitatively evaluating
the three theses by congruence analysis (Blatter and Haverland 2012).
First of all, we analyzed (in)congruencies in integration policies in the
various national and local cases. Similar to Alexander (2007), we used a
typology of different policy domains at which integration policies can be

1In Berlin, nine interviews have been carried out with the integration commissioners of

various districts, as well as with senior policy advisors from the integration commissioner’s
office of the Senate. In Malm€o, eight interviews were carried out. Five with administrators
working in the field of integration in the City of Malm€o, two are working in leading posi-

tions for the state at the local level (employment service and the County Administrative
Board) and one is a political secretary in the Commissioner’s Unit at the City Office. In
Rotterdam, seven interviews were conducted. The interviewees include administrators con-

cerned with (civic) integration, current and former aldermen and their policy advisors.
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oriented (socio-cultural, socio-economic, legal–political) and normative
premises about the inclusion of migrants. We distinguish multicultural-
ism, assimilationism, universalism, and differentialism as ideal typical
approaches serving as a heuristic device to analyze our cases approaches to
integration (Castles and Miller 2009 [1993]; Koopmans and Statham
2000). Domains and approaches often go together as the following para-
graph will show.

Assimilationism can be defined as unidirectional integration of the
immigrant in the host society while focusing primarily on the socio-cul-
tural domain of migrant integration. Assimilationist policies encourage
adaptation of migrants to dominant cultural norms, values, and behaviors.
Multiculturalism also focuses primarily on the socio-cultural domain, but
rather stresses cultural pluralism and encourages the emancipation of
migrant groups while recognizing and institutionalizing specific group
identities. Multiculturalist policies acknowledge the positive potential of
immigrants for the city and are sensitive to the particular needs and prob-
lems of migrant groups. Universalist policies focus more on the socio-eco-
nomic and legal–political domain of integration. Universalism is adverse
to the institutionalization of majority or minority cultures. Universalist
policies are “colorblind” and address the individual citizens’ rights and
obligations. Policy measures are often described as “mainstreaming.”
Finally, differentialism (also described as segregationism) institutionalizes
group boundaries in society to such an extent that group identities and
structures are preserved and groups live alongside each other rather than
with each other. This applied to some extent to the guest-laborer regimes
that were established in various European countries in the 1960s and
1970s, where apart from economic participation migrant groups were lar-
gely kept separated from society (Castles and Miller 2009 [1993]; Koop-
mans and Statham 2000).

Secondly, when assessing the analytical leverage of these three theses,
we also look at institutional inter-government relations. The theses assume
very different types of governance structures, which can involve formal or
more ad hoc and informal ways of coordinating vertical (national–local)
or horizontal (local–local) relations between government entities. The local
dimension thesis assumes governance structures that leave significant “pol-
icy discretion” to the local policy practitioners and street-level bureaucrats.
While little emphasis will be put on “vertical” national–local government
relations, more effort will be put into horizontal policy networks. This
may entail intra- or cross-national city-to-city networks of policy learning
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and exchanging, “best practices” or even sometimes ad hoc or informal
exchanges. The localist thesis puts less emphasis on horizontal exchange of
policy lessons and does to some extent emphasize vertical relations, but
stresses independent policy development. Finally, the national models the-
sis also stresses the vertical dimension in particular, but then with a focus
on top-down and hierarchical forms of policy coordination.

In the next paragraph, we will first compare the local integration
policies of the three city cases in their historical and political context,
assessing the local dimension thesis. Descriptive analysis of each of the
local policies and the policy settings is followed by comparative analysis in
terms of congruencies and horizontal relations. Subsequently, we will
describe the respective national policies and their policy settings, finished
by a congruence analysis of each case and the multilevel relations. This
enables us to assess the localist and national models thesis.

LOCAL INTEGRATION POLICIES AND HORIZONTAL
RELATIONS BETWEEN BERLIN, MALM €O, AND ROTTERDAM

Berlin

Since 1981 Berlin has known a Commissioner for Integration and Migra-
tion whose office is part of the Ministry for Work, Integration, and
Women. Since the mid-2000s, two major integration policies have been
developed: In 2005, the first Integrationskonzept, entitled “Encouraging
diversity – Strengthening Cohesion,” was formulated by the Senate and
updated in 2007 (Der Beauftragte f€ur Integration und Migration 2005,
2007). This policy can be characterized by a multiculturalist approach
with universalist traits. “People with a migration background” are a spe-
cific policy target group. A State Advisory Board on Integration and
Migration was initiated in 2003 including representatives from various
immigrant groups. It participates in the city-state’s agenda setting and pol-
icy development. The Integrationskonzept specifies eight issues of migrant
integration. Two of the latter can be attributed to the socio-economic
domain (labor market participation and education), one to the socio-cul-
tural (international attractiveness and cultural diversity), three to the
legal–political (interculturality of the public administration, participation
in civil society, refugee integration), and one to the spatial domain of
migrant integration (socio-spatial cohesion) (Der Beauftragte f€ur Integra-
tion und Migration 2007, 8–90).
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In 2010, the Senate enacted the “Partizipations- und Integrationsge-
setz” (PartIntG), a law mainly regulating the institutional setting in the
policy field of migrant integration, as well as striving to remove obstacles
for equal participation of migrants in all social areas such as institutional
discrimination (Abgeordnetenhaus von Berlin 2010). PartIntG clearly con-
cerns the legal–political domain of migrant integration. It aims to increase
what is called the “interculturality of the city administration,” by means
such as increased employment of applicants with a migration background
and training of staff. Furthermore, PartIntG focuses on the political par-
ticipation of migrants, for example, by the appointment of commissioners,
advisory boards, and committees on the district level, thereby reinforcing
the city’s multiculturalist institutional setting.

Berlin’s districts (Bezirke) each have their own administration and
are led by district councils that differ in terms of political composition. In
a similar manner as the city-state, most districts have advisory boards and
commissioners for integration. As one of our interviewees indicated, this
institutional setting provides a challenge to policy coordination and coher-
ence in Berlin. Districts focus mostly on the socio-economic domain of
integration, revealing a accommodative approach to integration (diverse
policy documents and interviews). However, socio-economic measures are
often mentioned by interviewees as a condition for socio-cultural integra-
tion: “Education is most important. We do not have enough jobs for
unskilled workers. (. . .) Migrants have to enter the regular job market.
Where should they meet other people? The counter of the employment
agency is not a good place for this. The workplace is an engine of integra-
tion.” Policies on the district level are often the result of multi-stakeholder
policy making. Rather than including migrants fully into the democratic
process by providing them with voting rights as many demand for and as
a more universalist approach would propose, policy making in Berlin in
the realm of migrant integration is rather multiculturalist in the sense that
migrants are given a separate voice, that is listened to by policy makers
(Borkert and Bosswick 2007).

In sum, the main integration policies in Berlin indicate an empha-
sis on the legal–political domain of migrant integration, but do not
neglect other domains. On the district level the socio-economic and
socio-cultural domains are most prominent. A multiculturalist approach
is most apparent in the policies, but interviewees noted struggles with
universalist principles, for example, in case of the city’s affirmative action
in hiring staff.
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Malm€o

The city of Malm€o has a policy of integration mainstreaming. The 1999
action plan for integration understands integration as participation in soci-
ety and mutual understanding between people with different backgrounds
(City of Malm€o 1999). Malm€o envisions a city where all citizens are trea-
ted equally and where diversity is regarded as a benefit. Ethnic differences
in labor market participation, spatial segregation, and school performance
are considered to be current major integration issues. Malm€o fears that
the ethnic and socio-economic cleavages coincide and segregate the city.
Most measures therefore target the social-economic domain of integration,
for example, by labor market programs, language courses, and improving
the quality of local schools.

The Commissioner for Employment and Adult Education is responsi-
ble for integration policies in Malm€o. The Unit for Integration and Labour
Market (INAR) develops and coordinates integration policies. Relevant
municipal service providers are immigrant services (guidance and civic ori-
entation for newly arrived humanitarian migrants); JobbMalm€o (labor mar-
ket measures); the Education Department (Swedish for Immigrants courses)
and the ten city districts. Civil society organizations play just a marginal role
(Scuzarello 2010). Sometimes they are a partner in specific projects or some-
times private companies are contracted for specific projects. For example,
local football club FC Roseng�ard is funded for organizing projects focusing
on education and employment for youth and adults.

Malm€o aims to increase economic growth and to reduce ethnic seg-
regation by implementing comprehensive welfare programs (GEFAS
1997–2000, Welfare for all 2004–2008 and the Commission for a socially
sustainable Malm€o 2010). As a senior civil servant at INAR puts is “What
we used to call ‘integration projects,’ is no longer supported, unless there
is a particular focus on work.” Many measures also have a specific geo-
graphical focus. Neighborhood programs (City of Malm€o 2011), health
policies (City of Malm€o 2010b), and infrastructure measures often target
specific areas of the city where problems are the largest.

Few measures other than socio-economic integration measures get
introduced and most are in theory aimed at the entire population and not
specifically at migrant groups. An example is the action plan antidiscrimi-
nation (City of Malm€o 2010a). Humanitarian migrants are the only
group, that is targeted with specific measures. Legal–political and socio-
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economic issues are perceived to be most salient among this group as they
are often struggling to enter the labor market. Therefore, specific policy
measures aim to improve the introduction programs for humanitarian
migrants. In general, Malm€o has a universalist approach to migrant inte-
gration with a focus on the socio-economic domain of integration.

Rotterdam

Except for a short episode of assimilationist policies in the 1970s (inter-
view with a senior policy maker), Rotterdam has long had an accommo-
dative policy toward migrant integration that focused primarily on the
socio-economic integration of migrants in the local housing- and labor
market and in education (Rotterdam City Executive 1978; Governmental
Board Rijnmond Area 1981; Rotterdam City Executive 1991). In the per-
iod 2002–2006, right wing party “Livable Rotterdam” gained a majority
in the city council and has remained a powerful presence in local politics
ever since. The party drew attention to popular resentment with diversity,
in particular with Muslim immigrants. This enforced a more assimilation-
ist approach to migrant integration (interviews with a policy maker and
former politician). Rotterdam took new measures to promote dispersion
of migrants across the city, to further inter-ethnic contact and to imple-
ment a local code of conduct (the so-called “Rotterdam Code”).

Since 2006, Rotterdam has been mainstreaming its integration poli-
cies to various policy sectors. In fact, apart from the name of the coordi-
nating administrative unit, “Immigration and Integration,” Rotterdam no
longer speaks of integration policies. The focus is not on integration of
ethnic minorities but on participation of all citizens in society (interview
with policy maker). Political shifts in 2006 marked a turn to policies with
a more universalist character. Some policies still have particular attention
for immigrants or address issues that mostly concern immigrants.

Policy measures – except for the organization of civic integration
courses – are executed by NGOs that are subsidized by the municipality.
Immigrant self-organizations and support organizations used to play a
major role in agenda setting and execution of Rotterdam’s integration pol-
icies. However, subsidies for migrant organizations have been cut over the
past years. Currently, the subsidy infrastructure is limited to four areas of
expertise: diversity, emancipation, non-formal education, and antidiscrimi-
nation (Rotterdam City Executive 2011a). Organizations had to reform in

A LOCAL DIMENSION OF INTEGRATION POLICIES? 643



order to achieve more general participation goals and to yield measurable
results (Rotterdam City Executive 2011a; interview with policy maker).

Rotterdam considers major integration issues to be minorities’ labor
market participation (primarily of women and youth), participation in
non-paid voluntary work, language deficiencies, discrimination, delin-
quency (primarily of Antillean and Moroccan youth), acceptance of Dutch
norms, and values such as tolerance toward homosexuality, ethnic segrega-
tion, and identification with Rotterdam’s society (Rotterdam City Execu-
tive 2011a,b). Policies are clearly shaped in their local political setting and
focus on the socio-cultural and socio-economic domain of integration
with a universalist approach.

Comparative Analysis of Local Policies and Relations

The local dimension thesis would expect congruencies between local inte-
gration policies despite the existence of diverse national policy traditions.
Our analysis has provided very little evidence for this thesis. There are sig-
nificant differences in the target groups, domains, and approaches of local
policies of the three cities, and they do not represent a singular accommo-
dative or exclusionist policy frame. In Rotterdam, politicization at the
local level triggered an episode of more assimilationist policies, followed
by a current universalist approach. The policy now combines a socio-cul-
tural and socio-economic focus. In Malm€o, there is also a policy paradigm
of universalism. However, the policies here are primarily addressing the
socio-economic domain of integration. Berlin explicitly aims to streamline
socio-economic and socio-cultural integration policies in the city districts
by a legal–political policy frame on the city level. The policy can be char-
acterized as multicultural with universalist traits.

In terms of horizontal exchange of knowledge and best practices, we
did indeed found a number of international city networks, in which the
three cities were involved. For instance, all three cities are part of the Inte-
gratingCities network, although they did not always participate in projects
from this network together. Malm€o and Rotterdam are involved in the
ImpleMentoring and Inti-cities project, while Berlin participated in the
DIVE project. Only Malm€o is involved in the CLIP project (Cities for
Local Integration Policy 2014; IntegratingCities 2014). Our interviews
show that this kind of knowledge exchange is appreciated, but current
policies do not indicate significant policy learning. This suggests that the
framing of local integration policies in these cities was driven primarily by
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specifically local circumstances and that horizontal policy learning was
instrumental at best.

NATIONAL INTEGRATION POLICIES AND MULTILEVEL
DYNAMICS IN GERMANY, SWEDEN, AND THE
NETHERLANDS

Germany

National integration policies in Germany evolved bottom-up from the
local level, with a strong involvement of (local) civil society (Heckmann
2003; Bommes 2010). Germany was for a long time reluctant to concede
to the fact that it had become a country of immigration. A national policy
that contained a clear recognition of Germany’s status as an immigration
country has evolved only recently. The Schr€oder government set up a
multi-partisan committee of representatives of significant societal groups
(churches, labor unions, employer associations, local public administrators,
etc.), and researchers led by the opposition politician and former president
of the Bundestag Rita S€ußmuth to prepare a national immigration and
integration policy in 2000. Thr€anhardt (2009, 165) interprets this consen-
sus strategy in times of politicization of immigration and integration issues
as a form of “staged corporatism.” In the political context of the 9/11
attacks in the US and of national elections in Germany in 2002, an all-
party agreement was reached on the first national law on immigration and
migrant integration (Zuwanderungsgesetz) to come into effect in 2005
(Deutscher Bundestag 2005). This law for the first time regulates immi-
gration to Germany, as well as obligatory civic integration of newly
arrived migrants and therefore has a pivotal role in this policy field (Heck-
mann and Wiest 2013; Schneider and Scholten, forthcoming).

The Merkel government continued this strategy of consensus to draft
the Nationaler Aktionsplan Integration: The commissioner for migration,
refugees, and integration organized a series of summits on migrant
integration (Integrationsgipfel). In these summits, again stakeholders
including employer associations, labor unions, migrant communities,
scientists, religious communities, etc. and government representatives of
all levels of government were involved. This current national executive
program defines eleven policy areas: (1) primary education; (2) secondary
education, vocational training, and professional development; (3) labor
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market and working life; (4) minority hiring in the public sector; (5)
health and care; (6) local integration; (7) language training; (8) sports; (9)
civic engagement and integration; (10) media and integration; and (11)
culture (Bundesregierung 2012, 19–197). Multi-stakeholder groups, each
dealing with one of the areas, formulated strategic policy goals as well as
operational aims, measures, instruments, responsibilities, time frames, and
indicators for measuring progress.

Based on the process leading to Germany’s national integration pol-
icy and the characteristics of this policy, we can define Germany’s integra-
tion policy as multiculturalist with universalist traits according to our
heuristic ideal types. On the one hand, the policy presupposes distinct
cultural groups who shape the everyday reality of society and address mul-
tiple domains of migrant integration (five policy areas are part of socio-
economic, three socio-cultural, two legal–political, and one of the spatial
domain). On the other hand, it does not stimulate the development of
distinct groups, but rather pragmatically and stresses on welfare-state inte-
gration. Despite the assimilationist rhetoric in German politics, the policy
itself is neither demanding migrants to undertake all integration efforts by
themselves (as an assimilationist approach would require), nor does it refer
to migrants as only one of many target groups of the policy (as a purely
universalist approach would do).

Sweden

The Swedish government structure is a combination of a unitary state
with strong local politico-administrative and fiscal capacities (Sellers and
Lidstr€om 2007). This relationship also characterizes Sweden’s integration
policies that evolved in a more centralized way. The national government
decides on the general integration policy through laws and regulations,
supervision, and fiscal incentives. At the same time, local government is
given administrative and fiscal capacities to implement policies and also to
decide on policies of their own. In Sweden’s central government, the Min-
istry for Employment is responsible for integration, but the policy is sup-
posed to permeate all government agencies.

On the national level, a new integration policy was introduced in
December 1998 (Ministry of Interior 1997). It signaled a change away
from a multiculturalist to a universalist policy focusing on individual
rights and civic integration (Borevi 2012). The goal is equal rights,
responsibilities, and opportunities for all regardless of ethnic or cultural
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background (Ministry of Finance 2008). This is to be achieved through
general measures for the whole population supplemented by targeted sup-
port for migrants during their first years in Sweden. Despite the new pol-
icy direction, many multiculturalist policy programs were kept, such as
the support for religious organizations and mother tongue language classes
in schools (Dahlstr€om 2004).

The introduction program for humanitarian migrants is the most
important integration measure as it accounts for over 95 percent of the
state integration budget (Ministry of Finance 2013). The goal is for par-
ticipants to learn Swedish, find work, and support themselves financially,
and learn about the rights and obligations of Swedish citizens. Since
1986, the responsibility to offer these services has been delegated to
municipalities and financed by the state (Broom�e, R€onnqvist, and Sch€olin
2007). In December 2010, the responsibility and coordination of the
introduction programs were shifted back to the national government –
specifically the employment service. Reasons that were given for this are
the poor results on labor market integration and too large differences
between the programs of various municipalities (Ministry of Integration
and Gender Equality 2010). However, the municipalities are still responsi-
ble for the implementation of services such as language courses and civic
orientation for which they receive state funding. Most other integration
measures on the national level have a focus on employment. One example
is subsidized employment intended to strengthen migrants’ competitive-
ness on the labor market.

The Netherlands

Migrant integration policies in the Netherlands were first developed in a
centralized way, similar to the Swedish case. In the 1980s, the Ethnic
Minorities Policy for which the Dutch case has become internationally
(in)famous was developed and coordinated in a top-down way. This
involved a unitary and centralized structure for policy coordination, with
the Home Office at its center (Guiraudon 1997). In the 1990s, the inte-
gration policy gradually devolved to the local level. A direct connection
was made between integration and other urban policies, and cities like
Rotterdam and Amsterdam formulated their own policy perspectives on
migrant integration. Since the early 2000s, policies on the national level
have become more and more connected with migration and asylum poli-
cies and with abstract discussions on national values and how to protect
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these. This issue connection is also reflected in the development of (pre-
and post-entry) civic integration programs for newcomers.

While the Netherlands has long been typified as multicultural, over
the past decennium integration policies have taken an assimilationist turn
(Scholten 2011). This was driven by a sharp politicization of migrant
integration on the national level in the early 2000s. Past policies were
denounced a failure and a new policy was installed (“Integration Policy
New Style”) that put more emphasis on the socio-cultural domain of inte-
gration and made a stronger connection between immigration and integra-
tion. The most recent policy memorandum was launched in 2011:
“Integration, Cohesion, Citizenship” (Ministry of Interior 2011). A sense
of shared citizenship and community of all Dutch citizens is formulated
as a policy goal. The policy document has an assimilationist as well as
universalist tone as it encourages citizen’s responsibilities and self-suffi-
ciency.

The current national integration policy consists of three principles.
The first is that integration is not the responsibility of the government
but that of immigrants themselves. The second principle is that “not one’s
background but one’s potential is what counts” (Ministry of Interior
2011, 7). This implies that there are no targeted integration measures for
ethnic minorities, but that there is a generic policy. The last principle is
that generic policy measures are to facilitate every citizen’s participation
on the labor market, housing market, and in education. When the policy
is insufficient for some groups, no specific instruments will be developed,
but the general policy will be changed. The latter reflects a mainstreaming
of migrant integration policies throughout various government sectors that
was also found in the Swedish case.

Comparative Analysis of Local and National Policies and Multilevel
Relations

We now turn to the localist thesis and the national models thesis that are
more or less each other’s opposites. The national models thesis claims that
local integration policies will resemble the national policy frames because
of top-down hierarchical governance structures. Cities will first and fore-
most have an executive role in integration policies. The localist thesis
states that local policies will be shaped primarily by the specific local
problem and policy context and are thus independent of national policies.
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While comparing Berlin’s integration policies on the city and district
level with those on the national level, we found both congruencies and in-
congruences. On all levels of governance in Germany, we found a similar
approach to integration that can best be described in terms of our ideal
type of multiculturalism, yet with important universalist traits. This
becomes apparent in the process leading up to the policies, as well as in
the content of the policies themselves. Integration policies are not only
directed toward migrants, but also toward the majority society, which
should be understood as a universalist trait. Nevertheless, migrants are
perceived of as a diversity of groups who have different requirements and
face various challenges. Migrant groups are identified as particular stake-
holders who should not as regular citizens, but as representatives of a
migrant population be included in the policy process. While we found a
tendency to focus on socio-economic and socio-cultural areas of migrant
integration on the national level, we found that the policies in Berlin –
particularly in the districts – have a broader focus, with an emphasis on
the legal–political and socio-economic domains of integration. The policy
levels are thus not fully congruent.

Institutional factors contribute to congruencies between the different
levels of government. Berlins Integrationskonzept was developed almost half
a decade before the Nationaler Aktionsplan Integration and was certainly
perceived as a model for the latter. They have a similar format in terms
of defining goals, measures, responsibilities, and indicators for success.
The institutional and communicative setting of the Integrationsgipfel
encouraged frame alignment among senior public administrators on differ-
ent levels of government. This facilitated consensus among the different
stakeholders in the integration policy field. The L€ander and the umbrella
organization of the German municipalities had to and did commit to the
goals of the Nationaler Aktionsplan Integration along with the national
government. The document constitutes a rare example of vertical multi-
level policy making in Germany, or, as Heckmann and Wiest (2013, 8)
put it “a coordinated commitment by political and civil society actors at
all levels of government and civil society to initiate certain integration pol-
icies in their field of responsibility.” Thus, the German case supports the
national models thesis in the sense the both policies follow a similar
approach ideologically as well as content wise. However, it is very clear
that this is not due to top-down policy enforcement. Instead, we came
across examples of bottom-up multilevel dynamics.
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In the case of Malm€o and Sweden, formal and informal institutional
arrangements have led to congruencies between the two policy levels. Both
levels of government share the ideology and the goals of the integration
policy, that is, based on a universalist philosophy with some multicultural
features (support of the frame alignment is evident in all interviews).
There is general agreement of the main principles of the integration policy
in Sweden rather than any specific national policy effort. National–local
interaction regarding integration policies has been governed through soft
policy measures. In the mid-80s a system of negotiation was created,
based on agreements between central government and the municipalities
(cf. Qvist 2012). These agreements have, together with other organized
professional networks, created common professional norms and practices
that influence the local organization and content of introduction pro-
grams.

In 2001, the Swedish Integration Board initiated a more institution-
alized collaboration to improve coordination of the introduction pro-
grams. The strategy was based on different voluntary agreements of policy
coordination between actors at different administrative levels. After the
closure of the Integration Board in 2007, this collaborative strategy is
coordinated by the county administrative boards. These represent the state
and serve as a link between the central government and municipalities. In
the field of integration, they have the responsibility to coordinate,
monitor, and develop integration measures for newly arrived migrants
from a regional perspective. Local policies are organized in the Swedish
Association of Local Authorities and Regions who safeguard the interests
of Swedish local and regional authorities.

An example of national–local congruence is that when integration
issues moved from the Ministry for Integration and Gender Equality to
the Ministry of Employment at the government level in 2010, the city of
Malm€o decided to do the same and make integration issues a part of the
policy area “labor market and adult education.” Other domains of integra-
tion converge at the national and local level in their lack of policy mea-
sures. For example, there are no formal consultation bodies representing
migrants in neither Malm€o nor the central government and both levels of
governance have reduced the financial support to minority organizations.
Their voices should, according to the logic, be channeled through the
same democratic process as those of the rest of the population. The focus
on general policies, mainstreaming, and an avoidance of any policies that
emphasizes ethnic or cultural difference is evident in both levels of gover-
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nance, which shows that the philosophy of integration is more universalist
than multicultural.

A top-down approach does not fully explain national–local congru-
encies in Sweden, despite the more centralist government structure. The
localist thesis is also partially supported. The precarious socioeconomic
position of Malm€o has led to an even stronger focus on socioeconomic
issues than on the national level. The overall strategy has been to
increase economic growth by city branding and large investments in
infrastructure and to simultaneously counteract socio-ethnic segregation
by general welfare measures. Incongruences are mostly found regarding
the asylum regime. Malm€o has repeatedly criticized the asylum reception
policy that allows asylum seekers to live in own accommodations while
their asylum application is processed. Overcrowding and ethnic segrega-
tion due to this policy have, according to the municipality, negative
effects on integration.

In Rotterdam, many bottom-up multilevel dynamics have also been
at play while the national models thesis is supported at first glance. Dur-
ing the last decade, national and local policies have converged toward a
universalist approach to integration. Migrant integration is primarily
framed in terms of socio-economic and socio-cultural participation and
migrant groups are not addressed separately in policy measures. However,
also incongruences exist between the national and local policies. In con-
trast to the issue connection with immigration and the focus on national
identity in Dutch national integration policies, the local policies of Rotter-
dam have been much more concerned with concrete integration issues in
spheres like education, housing, and labor.

Especially in earlier years, Rotterdam’s political setting enforced
divergent integration policies, giving support to the localist thesis as well.
Our interviews and policy documents reveal many instances where the city
of Rotterdam played an active role in national policy developments as
well. Rotterdam did not simply fulfill a role as implementer of national
policies, it has been a key policy entrepreneur in the multi-level gover-
nance setting of migrant integration, influencing national policies in a
concerted effort to broaden the scope for local policies (see also Scholten
2013). Policies such as the Rotterdam Law were picked up nationally after
an intensive policy lobby (Dutch Government 2005), later only to be
implemented in Rotterdam. Also, over the past five years Rotterdam has
become a key policy entrepreneur on the topic of inclusion of EU labor
migrants, especially from Central and Eastern Europe. In this respect, it
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has exerted significant influence not just on national policies but on Euro-
pean policies as well. In 2008 arrangements of multi-level cooperation
were formalized in a “Collaborative Integration-Agenda” between several
municipalities and the central government (Ministry VROM 2008; Twyn-
stra Gudde 2012). In 2012, this was continued as the “Collaborative Inte-
gral Approach” (Ministry of Interior 2012). This approach sets only the
general contours of a policy to be implemented in different sectors and
increasingly at the local level.

All in all, our analysis shows that the integration policies in Berlin,
Malm€o, and Rotterdam are to a large extent congruent with their respec-
tive national policy frames. However, an important finding from our
analysis is that while the national models thesis seems to hold best, we
also encountered many examples of bottom-up policy entrepreneurship.
Multi-level governance interactions play a role in all cases and promote
frame alignment between the national and local level.

CONCLUSIONS

Multi-level governance of integration issues and the question whether
there is a distinctive local level of integration policies gained more atten-
tion over the past years. In this study, we have brought together three the-
ses on the characteristics of local integration policies and we have
qualitatively evaluated them with a comparative case–study of three city
cases. We compared integration policies of Berlin, Malm€o, and Rotterdam
on the local level and we compared the local policies with their respective
national policy contexts.

By conducting a congruence analysis, we aimed to go beyond evalu-
ating the theses with a simple yes or no. We conclude that the local
dimension thesis does not hold for Berlin, Malm€o, or Rotterdam. Neither
are the policies structurally more accommodative or exclusionist toward
migrants than the national policies, nor do they resemble each other in
that way. Also, there are indeed horizontal networks for policy learning
between cities throughout Europe, yet the impact of horizontal policy
learning on policy making appears to be limited.

Evidence supports both the national models thesis and localist thesis
to a certain extent, but both explanations are not fully supported. Local
integration policies resemble their national policies to a great extent, but
not due to top-down hierarchical government structures. Rather, what we
found are various forms of two-way multilevel interaction. Formal and
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informal institutional arrangements exist in which knowledge and prac-
tices are exchanged and frame alignment is fostered. We found many
examples of bottom-up processes influencing national developments in
accordance to the local policy philosophy. In line with the localist thesis,
we found that local problem and political settings matter as well. How-
ever, political ideologies are not always followed up in concrete measures
and local policies are not developed totally independent from the national
policy frameworks. The congruency on the national–local axis is remark-
able, and the multilevel interactions in all three cases reflect universalist
traits.

Our analysis thus shows that there is not a single, distinct local
dimension of integration policies, but that multilevel interactions promote
mutual exchanges between local and national level policies. This speaks to
the broader debate in the migration literature on national models of inte-
gration and the growing interest for city-level integration policies. Our
study suggests that we should not treat these two levels, and perhaps also
the European level, as too distinct from each other. Rather, we must focus
attention much more to the complex forms of interaction that exist
between different policy levels (vertical modes of interaction), as well as
between different cities and countries (horizontal modes of interaction).
This will help migration studies reach beyond reifying images of so-called
national models of integration as well as beyond insulating the local
dimension of integration policy making too much from the broader insti-
tutional context in which these local policies evolve.

Expanding this line of research involves further research in how
these vertical and horizontal relations are configured under different cir-
cumstances. Several national–local comparisons show different levels of
congruence under different institutional circumstances. For example, we
know that the integration policies in Amsterdam differ from Rotterdam
by reflecting the national policies to a lesser extent (Scholten 2013). In
the German city of Halle/Saale, Glick Schiller and C�a�glar (2009) found
no evidence of a multiculturalist approach to migrant integration as there
were no resources for migrant-specific assistance and ethnic-based organi-
zations. By this, Halle/Saale does not adhere to the national integration
policy paradigm. There is a need for further research on to what extent
frame alignment between national and local policies also holds for differ-
ent cities in the same national context, for instance, cities with different
socio-economic backgrounds, different migration histories, and different
political leadership.
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