
Officially, Switzerland defines the 
aim of integration as “the cohabita-
tion of the Swiss and foreign popula-
tions on the basis of the values of the 
Federal Constitution and on mutual 
respect and tolerance.”

On June 19, 2017, the third national 
integration conference once again 
brought together political, economic 
and social stakeholders to discuss 
the integration of foreigners in Swiss 
society. The conference marked the 
end of the tripartite dialogue at the 
federal, cantonal and local levels 
(“tripartite conference”), which had 
been underway since 2012. Looking 
at topics such as labor, early child-
hood and “living together” (“Arbei-
ten”, “frühe Kindheit” und “Zusam-
menleben”), this dialogue focused 
on better integration policies and 
practices. The commitment to better 
integration that benefits both Swit-
zerland and migrants was highlight-

ed in the conference press release as 
well as in the conference speeches. 
The need for more practical coopera-
tion, especially at the local level, was 
also emphasized. The conference 
also highlighted the progress being 
made in this area. This all sounds 
well and good, but is it true? Are we 
actually on the right track? 

The discussion of integration often 
focuses on asylum issues, especially 
on people who have a right to stay 
in Switzerland because their hu-
man rights might be violated if they 
return to their home country. This 
debate is overshadowed by the more 
general debate on the options for 
deterring migration as a whole, in 
Switzerland as elsewhere in Europe. 

However, the European integration 
debate is not really about integra-
tion, but rather about money. In 
Switzerland, too, the focus on costs 

creates an interesting yet worrying 
dynamic. The most powerful argu-
ment for integration policies seems 
to be that it benefits Swiss taxpayers, 
as it costs less if migrants pay taxes 
instead of being subsidized by the 
state. Recently, integration has also 
been identified as a measure to pre-
vent the radicalization of migrants: 
the Swiss Security Network – part of 
the Federal Department of Defense – 
has launched a process to develop 
a national action plan to prevent 
radicalization and violent extrem-
ism. The initial report stresses that 
integration is one of the key factors to 
preventing radicalization. Both the 
integration and the security debates 
focus on the need for language train-
ing as a starting point for integration 
of all sorts. However, in the asylum 
area language training is not consid-
ered a priority as a matter of policy 
or in practice. Instead, the focus is 
on administrative measures, such as 
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There is a consensus that better integration of migrants would benefit 
Swiss society. Yet especially when it comes to asylum seekers and 
people that have been granted protection, the debate is often based on 
distorted public perceptions rather than facts. Shorter asylum procedures, 
pragmatic integration measures targeting asylum seekers early on, and a 
realistic dialogue with and the participation of the people who are directly 
concerned offer a better basis for discussion. 
—

Constantin Hruschka

Swiss Refugee Council

Protection

https://www.sem.admin.ch/sem/de/home/themen/integration.html
https://www.sem.admin.ch/sem/de/home/themen/integration.html
https://www.ejpd.admin.ch/ejpd/de/home/aktuell/news/2017/ref_2017-06-190.html
https://www.ejpd.admin.ch/ejpd/de/home/aktuell/news/2017/ref_2017-06-190.html
https://www.ejpd.admin.ch/ejpd/de/home/aktuell/reden---interviews/reden/2017/2017-06-19.html
https://www.ejpd.admin.ch/ejpd/de/home/aktuell/reden---interviews/reden/2017/2017-06-19.html
https://www.ejpd.admin.ch/ejpd/de/home/aktuell/reden---interviews/reden/2017/2017-06-19.html
http://www.vbs.admin.ch/de/aktuell/medienmitteilungen.detail.nsb.html/63731.html
http://www.vbs.admin.ch/de/aktuell/medienmitteilungen.detail.nsb.html/63731.html
http://www.vbs.admin.ch/de/aktuell/medienmitteilungen.detail.nsb.html/63731.html
https://www.newsd.admin.ch/newsd/message/attachments/44716.pdf
https://www.fluechtlingshilfe.ch/ueber-uns/geschaeftsstelle.html


registering and monitoring migrants 
at centers as well as managing asy-
lum applications.

“In Europe as in Switzerland, the 
integration debate is not really 
about integration, but rather about 
money, which creates an interest-
ing yet worrying dynamic.”

Ignoring Reality: Public  
Perception Rather than Fact-
Based Knowledge

With the arrival in Europe of large 
numbers of asylum seekers who are 
actually in need of protection over 
the last several years, the integra-
tion debate has become increasingly 
urgent. However, there is a lack of 
political will to accept that a major-
ity of people who apply for asylum 
in Switzerland are actually in need 
of protection and that it is highly 
likely that these people will stay for 
a longer period of time. Instead, the 
debate focuses very often on people 
with weak asylum claims or those for 
whom Switzerland is not required 
to review their asylum application 
under the Dublin system. This leads 
to a political debate that is focused 
on sanctions and incentives to leave 
rather than on proactive integration 
policies from the time the people 
arrive. It should be noted, however, 
that some interesting initiatives 
focusing on early integration have 
been launched at the federal  
level that should be pursued and 
expanded.

“The legal reality and the public 
perception are often completely 
different, a fact that does not help 
to create a fact-based political 
debate on this subject.“

More often than not, the legal reality 
in asylum matters does not match 
the public perception. For instance, 
whereas the wider public – based 
on common sense – might view 

Syrians as “refugees” and even as 
perfect examples of people in need of 
protection, in administrative reality, 
only a small proportion of Syrians is 
granted asylum in Switzerland, while 
the majority is granted only provi-
sional admission on the grounds that 
their return to Syria is unreasonable. 
The legal reality and the public per-
ception are often completely differ-
ent, a fact that does not help to create 
a fact-based political debate on this 
subject. 

Measuring Integration?

Debates on integration raise the 
more general question of how 
integration can be measured in the 
first place. Methods and ideas for 
measuring integration have been one 
of the recurring debates in the field 
of asylum for years. The debate in 
Europe over integration has changed 
since the riots in the Paris suburbs in 
late 2005 created an uproar over the 
failure of large groups of migrants 
to integrate, but we still do not know 
what integration really means.
The question of how to measure 
integration is both interesting and 
difficult at the same time. The 
indicators of refugee integration 
are highly contested and enormous 
in numbers.1 Yet the difficulty in 
deciding which integration indica-
tors to use starts even earlier, as it is 
important to define what integration 
actually means:

“Who is better integrated? The 
Nestlé manager in Vevey who does 
not speak a word of French or the 
rejected asylum seeker from Koso-
vo who scores a lot of goals for the 
local football club?”

While the logical answer to me 
would be the Kosovar striker, Swiss 
policies exclude him from even being 
recognized in that debate because 
he is not the subject of integration 
policies. As the State Secretariat for 

Migration website writes: “Integra-
tion shall provide foreigners with 
a long-term and legal stay with the 
possibility to participate in the eco-
nomic, social and cultural life.”

As a consequence, integration poli-
cies often fail to address people who 
lack a legal basis for a long-term 
stay or residence in Switzerland, 
but who will stay because it is not 
likely that they will be returned to 
their home country (see also the 
article by Kurt in this issue). One of 
the most striking examples of this in 
the Swiss asylum area is the case of 
people from Ethiopia. Even though 
it is well known that Ethiopians 
cannot be returned to their country 
because the Ethiopian government 
does not issue return documents to 
them, Ethiopian migrants are not 
given the opportunity to stay in the 
long term. As a result, 40% of asylum 
seekers from Ethiopia who have filed 
an asylum application over the last 
five years in Switzerland are depen-
dent on emergency aid. This means 
that their asylum request has been 
rejected and they no longer benefit 
from the social aid granted to asylum 
seekers.

However, the rest of this article 
focuses on people in need of protec-
tion and the current challenges in 
this area.

The Waiting Period:  
Decreasing Individual Agency

Currently the asylum cases of people 
with a strong case for protection 
come second in the authorities’ pri-
orities after those cases whose basis 
is deemed as highly likely to be weak. 
The current priority in Switzerland 
is thus on deterrence rather than on 
integration. Moreover, integration 
measures often only start once the 
decision on the status of the people 
concerned is final. The signal is: 
“Please leave, we (the Swiss authori-
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ties) do not have the capacity or the 
will to deal with you.” This signal 
leads to frustration and a decrease in 
people’s individual agency. The ad-
ministration will not tell them how 
long the process will last (“you have 
to wait”) and the people concerned 
are left with little choice but to try to 
cope with the waiting period. Even 
though the need for occupational 
programs and language courses is 
evident, the availability of these oc-
cupational resources are scarce dur-
ing the asylum procedure. Moreover, 
language courses are often taught by 
volunteers. This fact – regardless of 
the quality of the language classes – 
sends another signal of rejection by 
the Swiss authorities. The need to be 
recognized as a person regardless of 
one’s legal status is either forgotten 
or ignored in practice, thus risking 
a diminishment of the individual 
capacity of these people to act for 
themselves.

Here is an example:

N. M., a young Afghan man living 
near Weinfelden, in the Canton of 
Thurgau, has fought this waiting pe-
riod and the accompanying rejection 
in his own way. He finished school 
and has found an apprenticeship 
as a paver, despite the fact that he 
is still waiting for his asylum deci-
sion. His case had been pending for 
two and a half years as of the time of 
writing. He says his lawyer is tired of 
him constantly asking when he will 
receive a decision. He has thought 
about traveling to Bern to ask the 
asylum authorities when they will 
decide his case. He has also thought 
about collecting signatures to force 
them to hear his case. Talking to 
him, it is evident that waiting and 
the uncertainty connected with it 
have come to dominate his daily live 
(see also the article by Womersley et 
al. in this issue). With respect to his 
apprenticeship, he says: “I hope that 
the decision will be handed down 

before I start school. I am not sure I 
will be able to be successful with all 
this uncertainty.” 

“The restructured asylum pro-
cedure will reduce waiting peri-
ods, but it will also lead to new 
challenges and the need for the 
cantons to develop integration 
programs that are adapted to the 
new reality.”

Studies show that lengthy asylum 
procedures have a long-term effect 
on the employment rate of people 
granted protection (see the article by 
Hainmueller et al. in this issue).2 It 
is highly likely that the restructured 
asylum procedure that will be rolled 
out in Switzerland in 2019 will reduce 
waiting periods and enhance inte-
gration prospects. However, it will 
also lead to new challenges: cantons 
have not yet developed integration 
policies suitable for people who re-
ceive a positive asylum decision after 
only a few weeks. It will be necessary 
to develop and tailor integration 
programs that are adapted to the 
new reality.

The Link between Secure Status 
and Integration

The story of N. M. also highlights 
that the security of the status is a 
very important if not the most im-
portant factor for successful integra-
tion. This is also relevant for people 
who have only received provisional 
admission. Provisional admission – 
or an F permit – is a non-status under 
Swiss asylum law that allows people 
to stay in Switzerland, but does 
not offer them the benefits of legal 
residence – both in terms of social 
welfare benefits and with regard to 
social rights (travel and family re-
unification, for example, are severely 
restricted under this status). A recent 
study shows that these people are 
highly likely to end up in precarious 
working conditions and job situa-

tions as well as doing work that does 
not match their qualifications and 
profile.3 On the other hand, a posi-
tive correlation exists when people 
receive citizenship: the attainment 
of citizenship fosters integration and 
significantly enhances the social 
status of the naturalized persons.4 
The effect is long lasting and can be 
found in different areas: the politi-
cal integration and social situation 
of new citizens is far better than the 
situation of people who have not 
received citizenship in a comparable 
situation.

These studies show that integration 
is dependent on individual as well as 
collective factors. However, favorable 
conditions, such as a fair and effi-
cient asylum procedure, attention to 
cultural, linguistic and family factors 
and a stable protection status help to 
enhance integration. 

Provisional Admission vs.  
Refugee Status

A long-term myth about Swiss inte-
gration policy in the field of asylum 
is that people with the less secure 
status of a provisional admission are 
economically better integrated than 
people with a more secure refugee 
status. This myth suggests that being 
granted asylum actually puts people 
in a too comfortable situation and 
that there is no incentive to integrate 
in the labor market once this status 
has been secured. However over the 
last several years, studies have dis-
pelled this myth. A UNHCR funded 
study on the labor market integration 
of refugees and persons with provi-
sional admission shows that in the 
medium term refugees are far more 
likely to find a permanent job match-
ing their qualifications than persons 
with provisional admission.5 Other 
research highlights the difficulties 
in comparing people granted asylum 
with persons granted provisional 
admission.6 Finally, the labor market 
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integration of persons admitted pro-
visionally is often precarious and not 
stable and ultimately leads to higher 
costs and less stable social integra-
tion.

“A non-paternalistic approach is, 
from my perspective, essential, as 
it is important to empower people 
and not try to solve all their prob-
lems for them.”

Based on these various studies, there 
is a need to counter the narrative 
that is common in public debates, 
according to which refugees receive 
benefits that are so generous that 
they lack the will to look for a job. 
Cantonal integration policies also 
need to acknowledge that a more 
secure status enhances the capacity 
to integrate. Research shows that the 
best integration policy is to open lo-
cal networks to refugees and contact 
with the local population.7 It helps 
to decrease fear and to enhance 
the motivation for integration. It 
would also help to remove the fear 
of return and the feeling – dominant 
among asylum seekers – of not being 
accepted in Switzerland.8 A non-
paternalistic approach is, from my 
perspective, essential as it is impor-

tant to empower people and not try 
to solve all their problems for them.

Working toward Solutions

Refugee integration in Switzerland is 
currently debated at different levels. 
There is a clear gap between the 
fierce political debate on deficien-
cies and the alleged lack of desire to 
integrate on the one hand, and the 
practical challenges encountered 
at the cantonal level on the other 
hand. What is clear is the need for 
enhanced cooperation between the 
various stakeholders and for the 
inclusion of the civil society and 
NGOs working in that area in order 
to develop successful integration 
programs.

The recently adopted measures to 
lower the administrative require-
ments to access the labor market 
for refugees and persons granted 
provisional admission are a first and 
important step in this direction, 
moving from a mindset of control to 
a mindset of participation.

In this respect, the upcoming debate 
on the improvement of the status of 
provisional admission following a 
report by the Federal Council is of 

crucial importance. There is a need 
for pragmatic and solution-oriented 
discussions on the topic of the inte-
gration of people in need of protec-
tion. Reality on the ground and facts 
have to feature more prominently 
in this debate and this should start 
with a dialogue with the people 
concerned rather than with an all-
encompassing model of integration 
for this group. The perception that 
refugees and provisionally admitted 
people constitute a homogeneous 
group is, in my opinion, one of the 
fundamental errors in the whole 
integration debate. Integration is 
about individual participation in 
economic, social and cultural life 
and not about different groups that 
live together in Switzerland.

1 UNHCR 2013

2 Hainmueller et al. 2016

3 UNHCR 2014

4 Hainmueller et al. 2015

5 UNHCR 2014

6 Efionayi-Mäder and Ruedin

7 Goodall 2015

8 Costello and Kaytaz 2013
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