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Social Innovation for Refugee Inclusion 2019 

Building a Sense of Home 

 
Since its launch in 2016, the Social Innovation for Refugee Inclusion conference (SI4RI) has 

evolved into an important platform for a range of stakeholders, from social entrepreneurs 

to policymakers. At a time of intense movements of people, the eclectic SI4RI community 

shares the notion that bold and forward-looking approaches will be necessary to reduce 

refugees’ vulnerability and to ensure their full participation in host societies.  

For many of us, the word ‘innovation’ conjures up images of technologies, algorithms, and 

apps. Indeed, in the past few years, some of the most exciting projects for refugee inclusion 

have involved digital tools. At the same time, social innovation is not all about the latest 

shiny thing, but about learning from previous experience and connecting existing dots in 

new ways. True to this idea of learning, SI4RI offers social innovators a safe space to talk 
candidly about achievements as well as setbacks, certainties as well as doubts.  

Three years after the 2015–16 peak of arrivals to Europe, migration and asylum remain 

heated issues on both sides of the Atlantic, within a highly politicised discourse. Behind the 

scenes, however, numerous coalitions of actors are investing energy, creativity, and 

resources into helping refugees become thriving members of host societies. Their resolve 

comes from an understanding that successful long-term inclusion begins with the very first 

steps of arrival.  

In the past few years, countless studies, reports, 

and conferences have tried to take a snapshot of 

how refugees are faring in receiving countries, 

often measuring their integration within one 

particular dimension—be it employment, 

education, or others. For SI4RI 2019, we decided 

to do something different, choosing the notion of 

‘home’ as a focal point. This multifaceted word 

does justice to the complex nature of social 

inclusion, which covers all spheres of life while 

being more than just their sum.  

Moreover, as ‘home’ is a subjective feeling rather 

than a hard fact, it opens up the space for 

multiple voices and stories—including those of 

refugees themselves. And it reminds us to attend 

Next to his work to support 

refugees at Jewish Family 

Services in Ohio, US, Tariq Tarey 

uses his photography and 

videomaking skills to help 

refugees tell their stories. Find 

out more in the opening session: 

Creating Home? Housing as a 

gateway to integration. 

(Thursday, room JDE 62) 
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to people who feel left behind or alienated by large-scale spontaneous migration, and who 
may feel their home is changing beyond recognition as a result.  

How can refugees build a sense of home where they arrive, far away from the communities 

they had to abruptly leave? Housing is a central theme of this year’s conference: having 

secure accommodation provides newcomers with the physical security and emotional 

stability which are essential to participate in community life. But a home is much more than 

just a house, and many newly arrived refugees will need intense, diversified support to 
settle into their neighbourhoods and develop meaningful social ties.  

At a time of rampant populism, how can the notion of home become a unifying one, rather 

than an exclusive right to defend at all costs? Or to put it simply: how can old and new 

residents build a shared sense of home? Original 

answers to these questions are most likely to be 

found at the local level, where day-to-day 

interactions take place. Cities and rural areas have 

already proven how inventive, generous, and 

effective they can be in welcoming refugees—

provided that local communities feel they have a 
voice and a sense of ownership in the process.  

Across Europe, the United States, and Canada, there 

are many promising new strategies which can 

provide a blueprint for a more humane, inventive, 

and community-driven approach to social 

inclusion. The following pages offer a few insights into these innovations. Co-living 

projects, for instance, bring together refugees and students to create ties of trust and 

promote social mixing. Mentoring programmes help newcomers to access professional 

knowledge and networks, while fostering an informal exchange across cultures and 

generations. Initiatives such as open kitchens and living rooms encourage neighbourly 

interaction and a sense of local cohesion.  

In the countries and local communities where they are based, these initiatives have already 

done impressive work. But if they are granted the time and resources to learn, evolve, and 

explore new partnerships and synergies, they can achieve much more—societies equipped 

with the energy, inventiveness, and courage to become at once more diverse and more 

cohesive. Ultimately, that’s what social innovation is about, and SI4RI as well: connecting 

the dots to inspire greater change.  

 

 

For the nonprofit Ipso, psycho-

social wellbeing and mental health 

should be part of any effort for 

refugee inclusion. Find out more at 

the session Holistic Homes: 

Addressing vulnerabilities, gender 

issues, and mental wellbeing. 

(Friday, room JDE 63) 
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Refugee Inclusion on the Map  
 

By designing the spaces of a city, architects and urban planners erect the frame around 

which the urban social fabric can grow. Affordable and well-located housing can foster in 

newcomers a sense of autonomy and stability, while also enabling them to access services 

and work. Dense and diverse housing, efficient networks of public transport, and attractive 

public spaces can encourage interaction between new and old residents.  

In many cities in Europe and beyond, however, housing markets have become more 

crowded and competitive, with new arrivals adding further strain. Growing inequality, 

segregation, and social tension risk putting urban cohesion in jeopardy—unless we engage 

in a bold rethinking of our cities for an era of diversity.  

A look at immigrant neighbourhoods around the world can help build understanding of 

what migrants and refugees need in order to thrive in a new city. The exhibition Making 

Heimat: Germany, arrival country, Germany’s contribution to the 2016 Venice 

Architecture Biennale, drew on Doug Saunders’ acclaimed 2011 book Arrival City to point 

out how urban spaces can promote the agency and inclusion of newcomers—for instance, 

by providing affordable housing close to business opportunities, or by allowing some 

spontaneity in the use of urban spaces. While the ‘arrival city’ is not planned top-down, but 

rather develops out of its inhabitants’ agency and initiative, architects and urban planners 

can help it flourish by designing responses to arising needs. Making Heimat also launched a 

database of innovative refugee housing solutions, 

from modular building to shared accommodation, 

as a tool to stimulate debate and inform 

policymakers about available and innovative 
options. 

Civil society plays a crucial role in negotiating 

urban space, and can even turn a makeshift place 

of first arrival into a first meaningful point of 

contact with local communities. The 

Brussels-based Plateforme Citoyenne de 

Soutien aux Réfugiés, which emerged in 2015 around a spontaneous refugee camp in a 

park, now offers irregular migrants and asylum seekers a place to sleep, services and 

information, and community events. Moreover, it has been able to convince local 

authorities to open two new reception centres in the city. This is only one of several 

initiatives under study in the project Designing Inclusion, in which the Catholic University 

Leuven is a partner, and which aims to support practitioners—in particular, grassroot civil 
society—in making European cities more welcoming and inclusive.  

Many rural communities have 

also been very creative and 

resourceful in welcoming 

refugees. Find out more at the 

plenary session on Innovative 

Cities and Rural Communities. 

(Friday, room JDE 62) 
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First Accommodation as a Gateway to Inclusion 

 

For people who have experienced displacement and forced migration, the long pathway to 

rebuilding one’s life in a new country necessarily starts from having a place to live. 

Adequate housing offers newly arrived refugees a foundation of safety and security. But it 

can also work as a gateway to many other forms of support, including work and language 

training, trauma counselling and psychological services, as well as cultural and recreational 

activities to build social ties to local communities.  

First accommodation facilities can come in many forms, including classic communal 

reception centres, specialised facilities for vulnerable persons such as women and families, 

or individual housing. In Canada, Carty House provides communal accommodation and 

functions as an essential first line of guidance for newly arrived refugee women. By 

combining a safe and pressure-free environment with individualised referrals to different 

services, ranging from employment training to cultural integration, Carty House ensures 

that newcomers have a stable foundation to find their feet in Canada, while also regaining 

self-confidence and agency. The charity finances itself mainly from donations and receives 

no funding from government. 

Once they have received protection status, asylum 

seekers must leave government reception 

facilities and find independent housing. But when 

this moment of transition comes, many are not yet 

proficient in the host-country language, are 

unfamiliar with the way local housing markets 

work, and have no support networks. Hence, a 

supposed step towards greater autonomy and 

independence may end up feeling more like a 

daunting challenge. In response, a project by 

Caritas Belgium in Brussels, Liege, and Antwerp 

guides annually about 100 particularly vulnerable 

refugee families as they transition from initial 

reception to permanent housing, while also 

building networks of support around them and 

making psychological counselling available. The Belgian agency Fedasil (the Federal 

Agency for the Reception of Asylum Seekers) supports this as well as other projects for 

vulnerable asylum seekers. 

ACH (Ashley Community 

Housing), a UK-based social 

enterprise providing refugees with 

accommodation and support 

entering the labour market, have 

developed an innovative model to 

finance their activities: Yield 

Sharing Finance. Learn more in the 

breakout session on Innovative 

Financing. (Friday, room JDE 2252) 
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On the other hand, barriers to accessing adequate accommodation can have severe 

consequences. Forced migrants with no entitlement to state support are especially 

vulnerable to homelessness and destitution. The No Accommodation Network 

(NACCOM) gathers organisations from across the United Kingdom and supports the 

establishment of accommodation projects to combat destitution. It might seem natural to 

assume that this is a problem mainly for the most ‘precarious’ migrants—meaning those 

with insecure residence rights, such as rejected asylum seekers or irregular migrants. The 

reality is different, however: in 2017, 43 per cent of residents hosted by NACCOM were 

recognised refugees, many of whom failed to find somewhere new to live in the 28-day 

move-on period afforded by UK legislation. 

 

Shared Homes, Shared 

Communities 

Finding and settling into a new home can be a 

daunting experience for newcomers who must 

navigate unfamiliar surroundings often alongside 

language barriers, new norms and customs, and 

without the aid of social networks. 

To support newcomers to overcome such 

roadblocks, community-driven projects have 

devised innovative housing solutions and social 

programmes to help new arrivals build social capital 

and encourage interaction between groups.  

In Amsterdam, Startblok Riekerhaven begins from 

the principle that living together under the same roof can fast-track social inclusion gains if 

accompanied by holistic social support. The co-housing project offers young refugees who 

have recently received their residence permits a range of housing options such as shared 

apartments and studios, where they will live alongside young Dutch people. The project 

encourages ownership and bottom-up creativity, allowing tenants to plan activities that can 

further strengthen social cohesion, such as game nights. The residents’ spirit of initiative 

has even led to the creation of the so-called Startblok Academy, which regularly provides 

workshops to develop professional skills, for example in coding. Another example of a co-

housing arrangement acting in synergy with other social and cultural inclusion initiatives is 

Sharehaus Refugio in Berlin. On six floors plus a roof garden, the house brings together 

old and new Berliners, including several refugees, to live their daily lives side by side, with 

a carefully balanced mix of common and private spaces. The house currently hosts three 

SINGA Belgium has developed 

activities to support interactions 

between groups of locals and 

newcomers and build intercultural 

understanding in a welcoming 

setting. Learn more in the breakout 

session on Community-Driven 

Innovation: Kitchens and living 

rooms as sites of inclusion. 

(Thursday, Atrium 6) 
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civil-society initiatives, including Give Something Back to Berlin. By creating 

opportunities for interaction, from art and trauma therapy to job coaching, this award-

winning project contributes to filling the shared house with life, creating stronger ties 
among residents as well as to the outside community. 

However, as these examples underline, co-housing arrangements are often limited to larger 

urban centres, whose residents experience cultural diversity on an everyday basis. Many 

communities in small towns or rural areas, on the other hand, may be more wary of 

refugees and migrants, partly due to a lack of shared experiences and personal ties. In the 

worst cases, this can feed into anti-immigrant discourses, fuelling a vicious circle of 

resentment and marginalisation. But breaking out of the loop can sometimes be rather 

simple: Kitchen on the Run is a mobile inclusion project that involves a kitchen built into a 

shipping container travelling to small towns around Germany with a mixed team of 

refugees, migrants, and Germans. The roving arm of Berlin-based association Über den 

Tellerrand e.V., the project invites local communities to share personal stories and build 

social relationships over evening meals jointly cooked by participants.  

 

Finding Work – and So Much More 

 
For displaced people arriving in a new country, 

finding work means a lot more than just earning 

money. Employment puts them in touch with other 

people, provides a more stable and reassuring 

structure to everyday life, and gives them more 

control over their lives.  

However, while finding a job that suits one’s needs, 

interests, and qualifications is hard to pull off for us 

all, the challenge is doubly hard for many migrants, 

and especially refugees. Before they even start 

searching for a job, they may have to tackle 

psychological and physical health issues, 

inadequate housing, complex family needs, weak social networks, and general difficulties 

with the local language, administration, and culture. As a result, innovators have 

increasingly designed initiatives that help newcomers getting into work alongside a sense 

of belonging in the new community.  

Mentoring approaches build on the idea of a virtuous circle between social cohesion, social 

integration, and employment. Belgian nonprofit association DUO for a JOB pairs up young 

DUO for a JOB used one of the first 

social impact bonds in continental 

Europe. Find out more about how 

this funding model works and the 

promise it holds for refugee 

inclusion at the breakout session 

on Innovative Financing. (Friday, 

room JDE 2252) 
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job seekers of migrant and refugee background with experienced professionals to 

overcome less-visible barriers to employment, such as discrimination or lack of networks. 

The results: participants almost double their chances of finding a job, newcomers and long-

time residents trust each other more, and public misperceptions are effectively challenged. 

Crucially, DUO included refugees in its initiatives long before the migrant crisis peaked. By 

the end of 2017, about one-third of almost 500 mentees were refugees. True to the 

principle that social and economic inclusion are two sides of the same coin, DUO has built 

partnerships with service providers that help mentoring pairs tackle a variety of needs as 
soon as they arise, from mental health to administrative support. 

Another recent innovation is the Swedish Entry 

Hub, a one-stop shop that explores new, 

easy-to-access tools to give newly arrived migrants 

and refugees a better footing in local labour markets. 

Swedish consultancy We Link Sweden used a 

national innovation grant to research the potential of 

the model, opening the first Entry Hub in the city of 

Umeå in 2017, and another later in Stockholm. 

Employers and other local stakeholders rub 

shoulders with newly arrived refugees at 

recruitment events, work trials, skills assessments, 

and vocational training courses. The activities are proposed by forums of local stakeholders 

and migrant and refugee communities—a user-driven approach that treats newcomers as 

experts in their own right and as and agents of change, rather than as a passive ‘target 
group’.  

The goal of the Entry Hubs is not just to increase refugees’ labour-market inclusion, but to 

encourage communities to join forces to help newcomers settle in. The approach helps to 

create sustainable routes into employment, strengthens social cohesion, and puts migrants’ 

experiences at the centre of the process. We Link Sweden is aiming for its Entry Hubs to be 

scaled nationally in the next few years.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

We Link Sweden promotes 

collaboration between the private 

sector, unions, and social service 

providers. Find out more at the 

breakout session on Innovative 

Partnerships. (Friday, room JDE 62) 
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Welcoming Communities, Large and Small 
 

Despite how high profile and seemingly ubiquitous asylum and refugee issues have become 

in national politics, refugee inclusion is, to a large extent, a local issue. The cities, towns, 

and villages of destination countries are where newcomers’ needs must be addressed and 

where old and new residents interact each day. In recent years, and confronted with many 

new arrivals, cities on both sides of the Atlantic have had to face a number of challenges: 

overstrained public services, increased competition for housing, and growing social 

tensions. But the global refugee crisis also saw many cities become places of welcome and 

cradles of experimentation, often adopting a markedly pragmatic approach that stands in 
sharp contrast with the tough rhetoric of some national governments and media outlets. 

Local governments have a critical role in responding to intensified migration. City networks 

for exchange and mutual learning have proliferated, and lobbying efforts have become 

more systematic. In Europe, examples of these networks include Solidarity Cities run by the 

mayor’s network Eurocities, and the Urban Agenda for the EU Partnership on the Inclusion 

of Migrants and Refugees. North American counterparts include Welcoming America and 

Cities of Migration.  

The European Commission regards local authorities as a crucial partner for refugee 

inclusion, endorsing several initiatives to support them in managing flows and building 

welcoming and cohesive communities. And EU funding programmes such as Urban 

Innovative Actions encourage cities to test new solutions to a range of current urban 

challenges, including creative and ambitious projects 

to strengthen refugees’ rights and their participation 
in the local community.  

While the buzz around ‘arrival cities’ has grown 

exponentially, the contribution of smaller towns and 

rural areas to migrant and refugee inclusion remains 

underlit. Although many may regard them as unlikely 

host communities due to their limited services and 

economic opportunities, they have unique resources 

that can facilitate refugee inclusion, such as affordable 

housing and a strong sense of community and mutual 

support. Quietly, a landscape of welcoming small 

towns and rural areas is emerging, motivated by 

humanitarian responsibility and, at times, also by an 

urge to counter long-term population decline. The EU-funded research project SIMRA 

(Social Innovation in Marginalised Rural Areas) is bringing their stories to light.  

Athens-based Curing the Limbo, one 

of the projects funded under Urban 

Innovative Actions, gives refugees 

access to affordable housing and 

other support services, while 

encouraging them to ‘give something 

back’ through community service. 

See more in the breakout session on 

Innovative Partnerships. (Friday, 

room JDE 62) 
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Among the examples is Gudbrandsdalen, a remote and sparsely inhabited valley in Norway. 

Here, the Norwegian Trekking Association, the Norwegian Red Cross, and others have 

joined forces to use nature as a bridge to inclusion. The initiative encourages newly arrived 

refugees to get involved in hiking and outdoor activities by tailoring outreach materials, 

offering beginner courses on map-reading, or by organising women-only hikes.  

In rural areas, where the relationship to nature and territory is generally stronger than in 

cities, projects such as this share an important aspect of local community life with new 

residents, opening up a safe space in which to share 

positive experiences—and healthy ones at that! 

 

Financing, Measuring, Sustaining 
 

For innovative initiatives supporting refugee 

inclusion, finding sustainable funding is about more 

than self-preservation: it makes it possible to aim 

for long-term change and to build on their 

experience to improve and scale their solutions. But 

many social innovators fall through the gaps of 

classic funding models such as public grants, equity investments, or loans. Fortunately, in 

the growing field of social finance, there are a number of creative solutions at hand, often 
mixing private and public investment. 

Social impact bonds are among the most promising solutions of recent years. Under these 

schemes, private investors fund a social service, which is often provided by a community 

organisation, and they receive financial rewards from governments if they meet their 

targets. Therefore, their design encourages public-sector, business, and civil-society 

stakeholders to join forces and align priorities for the benefit of social inclusion. 

In the field of refugee inclusion, these bonds have helped governments to afford expensive 

early intervention services—ranging from accommodation to education—as private 

investors jump in to cover high upfront costs. On the downside, social impact bonds can be 

hard to access for small-scale innovators with relatively untested models. Still, their result-

oriented design can persuade social innovators to conduct more thorough impact 
assessment. 

Measuring the impact of social innovation is vital not only for funding, but also to allow 

models and interventions to be adapted effectively. But this requires a consensus on what 

constitutes ‘success’. While this is relatively straightforward for interventions to increase 

Commonweal Housing and Praxis 

Community Projects have developed 

an innovative cross-subsidy model in 

the United Kingdom to provide 

sustainable accommodation to 

rejected asylum seekers and other 

vulnerable groups. Find out more in 

the breakout session Housing beyond 

Status. (Friday, room JDE 3252) 
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employment, it can get quite complex when it comes to social inclusion—a more fluid, 
subjective, and contested concept.  

When evaluating innovative approaches to the social inclusion of refugees, including the 

perspectives of refugees on the definition of success can help. The University of Antwerp 

used both ideas when it evaluated CURANT, a local project combining co-housing with 

guidance, therapy, and training for refugees. Its evaluation identified tensions in the 

project, not least between the refugees’ desire to find work quickly and CURANT’s goal to 

guide them into education opportunities. After the evaluation, CURANT adjusted its model 

to favour shorter, tailored academic courses to fill skills gaps more quickly. 

Social innovation may begin with small projects on the 

ground, but it ultimately aims to shape the way society 

acts on inclusion. For this to succeed, many innovators 

need partners to grow and scale. And the many 

dimensions of refugee inclusion—from accommodation 

and language learning to employment and cultural 

participation—call for creative collaborations between 

public and private stakeholders, across and within 

different levels of government, and between local 

communities and newcomers. 

 

CURANT aims to improve social 

inclusion of refugees through co-

housing. But how does it do so 

concretely? Find out more in the 

breakout session Co-Housing: Does 

inclusion start in shared homes? 

(Thursday, room JDE 3252) 
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