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Addressing the diversity of asylum-seekers’ needs and 
aspirations

Executive Summary

Since the Autumn of 2015, Germany has received over one million asylum-seekers 

from a wide variety of origins. In response to this massive influx of people, the Fed-

eral Republic has exceptionally engaged in the task of accommodation (providing 

housing and sustenance, financial support, healthcare, legal services, and language 

training). It is widely recognized that the next task – and one of perhaps greatest pub-

lic and policy concern – is that of facilitating asylum-seekers’ “integration” (albeit a 

contested term referring to a broad set of social processes). Yet integration – how-

ever defined – already begins during the stage of accommodation. It is the nature of 

specific institutional arrangements – created during the process of accommodation – 

that is decisive for conditioning and channeling subsequent processes of integration. 

Further, integration can only proceed successfully if  asylum-seekers’ own diverse 

needs and aspirations are addressed.

Accommodation through the creation of institutional arrangements for large 

numbers of asylum-seekers have necessarily entailed complex organizational meas-

ures, requiring a range of actors, perspectives, strategies, and resources at various 

levels and scales. These intricate measures are further complicated when necessarily 

considering another complex set of factors: those posed by the sheer socio-cultural 

diversity of asylum-seekers themselves. Their extensive human diversity presents a 

manifold range of needs and aspirations beyond the immediate necessities of food 

and shelter. Recognizing the required interplay of both sets of complexities (institu-

tional arrangements together with diverse needs and aspirations), in February 2016 

a one-year pilot project was launched at the Max-Planck-Institute for the Study of 

Religious and Ethnic Diversity (MPI-MMG) (see http://www.mmg.mpg.de/pro-
ject/asylum-seekers-needs/about/). The project “Addressing the diversity of needs 

& aspirations of asylum-seekers” has been undertaken through the auspices of a 

grant from the Volkswagen-Foundation. 

Within the project, three post-doctoral researchers – a sociologist, an anthropolo-

gist and an urban planner – supervised by the Institute’s Director and supported by 

research and student assistants – have employed a range of social scientific meth-

ods. The project was prepared and initiated expediently because of the urgency of 

the situation and the need to gather quickly and tactically a range of information 

http://www.mmg.mpg.de/project/asylum-seekers-needs/about/
http://www.mmg.mpg.de/project/asylum-seekers-needs/about/
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in order to assess and understand best the significant processes currently unfolding 

across Germany. The research location, the city of Göttingen (population 116,891), 

was chosen not only for expediency but because – as a mid-sized German city that 

has received a substantial number of asylum-seekers since Autumn 2015, and which 

accordingly set up a wide variety of institutional responses – it represents a highly 

appropriate context within which to examine the issues at hand.

Our approach has been premised on the observation that contemporary asylum-

seeker diversity – from which individuals’ distinct needs arise – is comprised of vari-

able combinations of categories. These include: nationality, ethnicity, language(s), 

religion/sub-tradition, age, gender, health condition or disability, education/train-

ing, parental status, pre-migration social position (embracing class, political activity, 

experience of persecution), and migration history (including mode of travel, channel, 

duration, and institutional handling prior to arriving in a Flüchtlingsunterkunft or 

refugee accommodation center in Germany). It follows that, what each asylum-seeker 

immediately requires or requests from local institutions (concerning, for instance, 

family care, language acquisition, education, job placement, legal processes, health, 

information, communications and mobility) will vary according to the combination 

of these categories.

The project accordingly examined: (a) how highly dissimilar, local institutional 

arrangements for accommodating asylum-seekers condition the nature of services 

and information available to them; and (b) how the variety of needs and aspirations 

among asylum-seekers (reflecting a range of social traits and cultural/religious back-

grounds) are differentially addressed, met or unmet through the variety of institu-

tional arrangements in the city. 

*   *   *

In this Report, we: 1. address a number of key issues surrounding the accommoda-

tion of recent asylum-seekers in German cities; and 2. draw upon a wide-ranging 

set of qualitative social scientific data to discern and distill key developments in the 

process of institutional accommodation of asylum-seekers – especially by way of 

elaborating the views and outlooks of a variety of asylum-seekers themselves.

In text boxes throughout the Report, brief  case studies, drawn from the ethnogra-

phies, illustrate particular points of note. The Report also includes Annexes describ-

ing research methods employed by project researchers, and examples of project infor-

mation brochures for participants.



Addressing the diversity of asylum-seekers’ needs and aspirations / MMG WP 17-05  9

Key findings and insights

1. Diversity of Institutional Actors. An asylum-seeker is presented with an often-
bewildering array of institutional arrangements for accommodation. Coming 
from different organizational backgrounds, a broad range of actors and their 
institutions: offer services in the fields of legal status, social work, educational 
and cultural services; and provide access to labor market or language classes. 
Such backgrounds include: governmental institutions with their political and 
administrative departments; religious institutions and communities; cultural 
organizations; charity organizations; educational institutions; and volunteers 
and citizens’ initiatives. We identify and discuss over thirty such organizations 
in Göttingen. While such a range of actors and institutions may be perceived 
as welcome helpers, many asylum-seekers are at a loss to identify who’s who, 
who can offer what kind of help – and who not, who belongs to the government 
(or who otherwise might influence an asylum application outcome), or who is 
simply a friendly person offering assistance. This loss to identify institutional 
actors may cause no little distress to newcomers.

2. Diversity of Institutional Arrangements. Within ten asylum-seeker 
accommodation centers in which the project team undertook fieldwork, a 
complex variety of institutional arrangements were observed. Factors, aspects 
and configurations – many of them highly spatialized and relating to the quality 
of access to information and services – are described. Perhaps foremost among 
observations that we have mapped, monitored and discerned is the finding 
that: the organizational modes, management strategies, experiences and 
competences of facility operators (Betreiber) are decisive for the total function 
of any given set of institutional arrangements for asylum-seekers. In many ways, 
the nature of the facility operator is often the key to the provision of services and 
information; thereby, facility operators are crucial for creating the conditions that 
set in course every asylum-seeker’s integration or life trajectory. Even within the 
small set of charitable organizations comprising Betreiber in Göttingen, there 
are marked differences in the ways they operate the accommodation facilities.

3. Diversity of Asylum-Seekers’ Social Characteristics. Municipal authorities 
and administrative staff working with asylum-seeking persons usually categorize 
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asylum-seekers according to five main traits: nationality, gender, age, health and 
legal status. However, we make clear that two people who may seem identical 
according to the five main categories could substantially vary across other 
categories (including ethnic or linguistic group, type of degree of religiosity, 
sexuality, family status, class and educational background). An asylum-
seeker’s immediate needs or requests to local institutions regarding issues like 
family care, language acquisition, education, job placement, legal processes, 
health, information, communications and mobility will vary according to the 
combination of these kinds of secondary, often not-recognized categories.  

4. Diversity of Asylum-Seekers’ Needs and Aspirations. Drawn directly from 
ethnographic research, interviews and focus groups with asylum-seekers, the 
project team ascertained a considerable number and range of needs and 
aspirations (for life in Germany) that impact on daily lives. Grouped together 
as “abstract” (concerning broad conditions for a good life), these are described 
as: “normality”, autonomy, certainty, communication, health, activities, 
material and immaterial resources. Within each set of “abstract” needs, the 
project team distinguish and describe ones that are more “concrete” (specific 
measures or resources that will immediately improve living conditions). These 
include goals like finding privacy within or outside of housing centers, getting 
doctor’s appointments, finding a trustworthy translator, gaining access to 
the Internet, improving mobility, and more. Such needs naturally overlap 
with aspirations for life in Germany, such as reuniting and building a family, 
building social networks, and achieving something that be deemed a “normal” 
life. Social, cultural and individual characteristics of asylum-seekers influence 
the type, combination and hierarchy of their needs, while the combination of 
available institutional arrangements has a significant and direct impact on both 
the satisfaction and creation of abstract and concrete needs.

5. Matches and Mismatches. It is not surprising that the project team found 
a combination of matches and mismatches between some needs of asylum-
seekers and the services offered by actors and available through institutional 
arrangements. Variations surrounding institutional accommodation produce 
differential results and outputs that may or may not match the existing 
needs and aspirations of asylum-seekers. This is largely due to the fact that 
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large institutions have to engage with more generalized categories of people; 
more individualized services are highly constrained by institutional logics and 
resource limitations. Given the diversity of asylum-seekers and their needs as 
described above, it is expected that the services and arrangements offered by 
different actors – whether state institutions, facility operators or volunteers – 
might match the needs of some people and neglect the needs of other. Issues 
concerning perceived failures to meet needs and aspirations are usually tied to 
a failure to see, or the misrecognition of, the diversity of asylum-seekers. While 
institutions often rightly stick to their administrative regulations and perceive 
situations as self-explanatory due to specific regulations in place, asylum-seekers 
may perceive situations as arbitrary and feel themselves to be at the mercy of 
random decision-making processes.

6. Mainstreaming Discrepancy. A recommendation that we offer following such 
an exercise of match/mismatch or disparity identification, between institutional 
arrangements and asylum-seeker needs and aspirations, is what we call 

“mainstreaming discrepancy”. Similar to other “mainstreaming” strategies, the 
idea is for institutional actors to incorporate specific issues into all discussions 
surrounding planning, policies, strategies and practices, including monitoring 
and review. Here, the issues concern an awareness of: (a) the multiplicity of 
institutional arrangements for asylum-seekers in a given locality, (b) the complex 
diversity of asylum-seekers themselves (involving numerous, intersecting social 
traits reflecting a variety of needs and aspirations), and (c) the fact there are 
going to be mismatches or discrepancies in the ways institutions address these 
highly diverse individuals and their needs and aspirations. Given that such issues 
and awareness are built into policies, infrastructures and practices across a given 
institution, the discrepancies can at least be better recognized, understood, 
prepared for and ideally responded to in a more comprehensive manner. 
Institutional actors and asylum-seekers can be made more aware that there 
will, realistically, be discrepancies in addressing needs and aspirations – and so, 
hopefully, with such an up-front cognizance, each will be in a better position to 
identify and address the gaps.
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Why do these findings matter?

As social scientists, we have insisted that there is an urgent need to understand 
much more clearly the complex nature of asylum-seeker diversities, as well as 
to examine the ways that local structures, processes and outcomes are able to 
engage – and ideally offer solutions to problems addressing – the range of needs 
and aspirations surrounding such diversities. Such knowledge is indispensably 
required at present, moreover, in order to assess, adjust and improve the capacity 
of city and voluntary agencies, experiences of migrants (for the long-term 
integration) and perceptions of local communities. We hope that an improved 
awareness of asylum-seeker diversity will also influence political discourse and 
policy, media representations and public understanding on local, state and 
national levels.

Key terms

Accommodation – a broad concept by which we include the provision of 
housing and sustenance, financial support, healthcare and legal services. 
We use it in a similar way as the German word “Versorgung“ describes the 
provision of a variety of funds, goods and services that are needed as the 
basics for living.

Integration – although this is a much debated term in academia, for the 
purposes of this project we use “integration” as a common shorthand or 
umbrella for a broad range of processes. These include: the acquisition of 
German language; gaining access to work, housing, education and training; 
building social contacts and networks; participation in representative politics; 
respecting national law and legal authorities; and the adoption of certain 
civil and cultural practices and values.

Institutional arrangements – infrastructures, services and resources for 
asylum-seekers provided by public institutions, state authorities and non-
government organizations.
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Addressing the diversity of asylum-seekers’ needs and 
aspirations

The project, its context and goals

The recent influx of asylum-seekers to Europe, and specifically Germany, is monu-

mental in scale. Since 2015 more than one million people from a variety of back-

grounds applied for asylum in Germany (476,649 in 2015 and 745,545 in 2016; BAMF 

2017). The political, economic, social and cultural impacts and implications of this 

influx will be equally significant in both the short and long terms. 

Currently German authorities are responsible for providing accommodation1 for 

this large body of people during the course of their respective asylum determina-

tion processes.2 The sheer logistics of accommodating this number of asylum-seekers 

represents an immense organizational (and of course financial) undertaking. Federal, 

state and local authorities have responded by setting up a range of sites, structures 

(asylum-seekers’ housing centers or Flüchtlingsunterkünfte) and modes of asylum-

seeker accommodation quickly, extensively and painstakingly.3 Especially at the local 

level, measures to provide accommodation have proceeded usually efficiently, often 

experimentally, sometimes ingeniously and typically with very mixed outcomes. 

1 Accommodation is used here as an umbrella concept including housing and sustenance, 
financial support, healthcare and legal services. We use it in a similar way as the German 
word “Versorgung“ describes the provision of a variety of funds, goods and services that 
are needed as the basics for living.

2  In Germany as elsewhere, the determination process is foremost concerned with whether 
and to what degree individuals are deemed to be at risk of persecution (according to a 
range of applicable international, domestic and regional standards). After an asylum-
seeker’s arrival, application for asylum and initial hearing, there is typically a prolonged 
period of waiting for the determination outcome. During this time, the asylum-seeker 
is accommodated. The key statuses arising from this decision are: Refugee protection, 
Right to Asylum (due to political persecution), Subsidiary protection, Denial of asylum/
Prohibition of deportation, or Denial of asylum/Deportation. For many, it is widely 
reckoned that the determination process will take at least 18 months. After a determination 
decision, however, there arise possibilities for a number of sequences and courts of appeal 

– which may also take a considerable amount of time. 
3 There have been numerous studies researching refugee camps in both the global 

north as well the global south (notably Hyndman 2000; Inhetveen 2010; Pieper 2013; 
Szczepanikova 2013). There is a more limited number of studies which engage with the 
current accommodation of asylum-seekers in Germany (e.g., Aumüller et al. 2015, Dilger, 
Dohrn 2016).
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Despite mixed outcomes, as well as still-changing approaches among local author-

ities, most of the basic challenges of asylum-seeker accommodation have largely been 

met. Practically all of the huge number of asylum-seekers in Germany have been 

housed and provided for, however minimally or thoroughly. Immediately following-

on from and entangled with aspects of accommodation, however, there arise consid-

erable challenges of “integration”.4

In much public understanding, the onus of “integration” is on asylum-seek-

ers themselves (that is, many politicians and members of the public believe 

that the asylum-seekers have to take all the steps toward integrating them-

selves). It is far less recognized that many fundamental conditions for success-

ful integration processes stem decisively from the institutional arrangements5 

 that have been created around asylum-seeker accommodation at Flüchtlingsunterkün-

fte. Institutional arrangements tend to vary greatly at each Flüchtlingsunterkunft, and 

directly account for the nature and degree of asylum-seekers’ access to services and 
information.6 Services and information, in turn, are absolutely crucial for meeting 

4 In ways that are highly debated among academics, policy-makers and civil society groups, 
‘integration’ is a contested term, surrounding which there is a considerable literature (inter 
alia, Castles et al. 2002; Esser 2006; Hess, Binder and Moser 2009; Bommes 2007; Mecheril 
2011; Vertovec 2011; Schönwälder  2013; Alba & Foner 2014; Loch 2014, Wieviorka 
2014). The term is often criticized for conveying presumptions that, through a singular 
process, outsiders become accepted into a pre-existing society that is imagined to be 
homogeneous. In a variety of ways, such presumptions run counter to much sociological 
theory. While we share such terminological and conceptual criticism, for the purposes of 
this project we use ‘integration’ as a common shorthand or umbrella for a broad range 
of processes. These include: the acquisition of German language; gaining access to work, 
housing, education and training; building social contacts and networks; participation in 
representative politics; respecting national law and legal authorities; and the adoption of 
certain civil and cultural practices and values.

5 Here we refer to infrastructures and resources provided by public institutions and 
authorities. Such institutional arrangements include the following (also see below): 
•	 the size, spatial layout and specifications of buildings;
•	 location (with respect to civil offices, education and training centers, sports and leisure 

facilities, parks, shops and other public spaces);
•	 number and distribution of asylum-seekers (by age, gender, family/single persons, 

language, nationality, religion, ethnicity and ‘Bleibeperspektive’ or chances of residence 
permission); 

•	 availability of various provisions, amenities and resources, and opportunities for 
encounter and learning, usually offered by volunteer agencies;

•	 facility personnel and modes of everyday facility management. 
6 Services and information particularly pertain to:

●   language learning   ●   job training   ●   family and women’s support   ●   health care
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asylum-seekers’ diverse needs and aspirations in addition to setting on course and 

shaping practically all measures of, and processes for, “successful” integration out-

comes – however measured. 

Socio-culturally, economically, demographically and politically, it is ultimately 

the outcome of asylum-seeker integration that will have enormous significance for 

Germany (as well, of course, for the asylum-seekers themselves). The nature of insti-

tutional arrangements during the phase of accommodation is decisive for structur-

ing and conditioning ensuing processes of integration. Well-conceived, delivered 

and managed institutional arrangements can set asylum-seekers on an accelerated 

and positive course of adaptation and participation in Germany; poorly-conceived, 

delivered and managed institutional arrangements may well place asylum-seekers 

at great disadvantage, putting the latter in structural positions that severely impede 

integration processes and prospects.

Since the largescale migratory influx commencing in 2015, the process and infra-

structures of institutional accommodation have been under stress. Much of the stress 

among city and voluntary workers has been due to the sheer numbers of arriving 

asylum-seekers in a relatively short period of time. Beyond immediate logistical chal-

lenges such as providing accommodation and sustenance for large numbers of peo-

ple, “first line” personnel assisting in asylum accommodations (including city officials, 

social, voluntary and healthcare workers) have been confronted with the tremendous 

diversity of needs, concerns and goals among the highly dissimilar newcomers. 

Contemporary asylum-seekers’ diversity – from which individuals’ distinct needs 

and aspirations arise – comprises variable combinations of nationality, ethnicity, 

language(s), religion, age, gender, socio-economic status, health condition or disabil-

ity, education/training, parental status, pre-migration social position (embracing class, 

political activity, experience of persecution) and migration history (including mode 

of travel, channel, duration, and institutional handling prior to arriving in an asy-

lum accommodation in Germany). What each asylum-seeker immediately requires or 

requests from local institutions concerning, for instance, family care, language acqui-

sition, education, job placement, legal processes, health, information, communica-

tions and mobility will vary according to a combination of different socio-cultural 

traits and, accordingly, different needs and aspirations.

●   individual mobility and security   ●   local urban infrastructure   ●   translation
●  legal and administrative advice   ●   opportunities for activities and engagement with local 
residents
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The ways that state, municipal and voluntary agencies structure themselves and 

respond to this diversity of needs and aspirations are vital not just for dealing with 

a substantial inflow of people, but also for setting the conditions and course for pro-

cesses of “integration” and the shaping of migrants’ future experiences in Germany. 

However, it is evident that there has been a lack of understanding with regard to the 

diversity and complexity of recent asylum-seeder’s socio-cultural traits and concomi-

tant needs and aspirations.

This lack of understanding is empirically evident in the simplistic calls to separate 

groups in asylum accommodation by nationality, ethnicity or religion – as if  these 

are always fundamentally migrants’ foremost lines of identity, association, value, 

purpose, reason and motivation. The few, limited studies of recent asylum-seekers in 

Germany that have been undertaken (Dilger, Dohrn 2016, Bendel 2016) provide only 

little overview of asylum-seekers’ varied and imperative needs and aspirations – and 

how these are patterned, now and in the future.

Following a successful funding application to the Volkswagen Foundation in 

October 2015, the Max Planck Institute for the Study of Religious and Ethnic Diver-

sity launched a pilot research project to study these issues in February 2016. The pro-

ject contributes to understanding more clearly the complex nature of asylum-seeker 

diversities and the ways that local structures, processes and outcomes are able to 

engage – and ideally offer solutions to problems addressing – the range of needs and 

aspirations surrounding such diversities. The pilot project asked how asylum-seekers’ 

complex diversities are manifested in their needs, concerns and aspirations and how 

infrastructures and services engage and develop with regard to these complex diversi-

ties. Hence, the two main goals of the project were: 

(1) to understand better the wide range of needs and aspirations among the 

recent asylum-seekers – concerning, for instance, their everyday living condi-

tions, education, family life, legal processes and   labor market access – and 

how these needs and aspirations reflect social differences such as gender, age, 

class, ethnicity and religion;

(2) to account for how local municipal, civil and voluntary institutions arrange the 

reception of newcomers in asylum accommodations, where such institutions 

are managing logistical challenges, providing services and variably responding 

to the diverse needs and aspirations of asylum-seekers.

Counter to presumptions that nationality, ethnicity and/or religion can be assumed 

as the foremost determinants of reception and integration processes, it should be 

recognized that asylum-seekers in Germany encompass a wide variety of character-
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istics. Beyond nationality, ethnicity and religion, traits such as age, class and gender 

have a great deal to do with identities, values and motivations. The combination or 

intersection of such traits has a great deal to do with shaping the needs, orientation, 

practices and aspirations of asylum-seekers.  While city workers and volunteers are 

already challenged to meet common needs among asylum-seekers, it becomes ever 

more testing to find ways to engage highly discrepant ones. 

Given this challenge, the Volkswagen Foundation-funded project at the Max 

Planck Institute undertook research to better discern patterns or complex combi-

nations of diversity needs and aspirations, and to more clearly observe ways these 

have been understood and dealt with – or not – by municipal and voluntary agencies. 

While the research methods used within this project are detailed in Annex I of this 

Report, the following sections describe the project’s key findings by way of describing 

key institutional arrangements and actors involved with the accommodation of asy-

lum-seekers, the foremost needs and aspirations as voiced by asylum-seekers, and the 

perceived matches and mismatches between the institutional arrangements and the 

actual needs and aspirations of asylum-seekers. The Report’s Conclusion includes 

some reflections and recommendations arising from the project findings.

Asylum-Seekers in Göttingen

The study was conducted in the city of Göttingen (pop. 116,891), which is located 

in the German federal state of Lower Saxony. The city was chosen particularly for 

expediency and practicality, since the Max Planck Institute is located there. However, 

the team members believe that, especially for a pilot project, Göttingen represents 

a suitable sample site due to a variety of reasons including size, location, political 

structure, class and ethnic/migration background profile. 

While the study focused on the local context of asylum reception and accommoda-

tion, the national and federal levels always need to be considered for analyzing local 

contexts. Asylum accommodation is a multilayered process that is strongly influenced 

by national and federal legal regulations. Asylum-seekers are distributed among  

16 federal states through a dispersal system (the Königsteiner Schlüssel) that allocates 

a specific percentage of asylum applicants to each of the federal states based on their 

tax revenue and population numbers. These federal states are then responsible for 

the first reception of asylum-seeking persons. According to this quota, Lower Sax-
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ony received around 9% of all asylum-seekers registered in Germany (BAMF 2016). 

For a period of up to six months, asylum-seekers have been housed in five initial 

reception centers (Erstaufnahmeeinrichtungen) in Lower Saxony – namely Friedland, 

Bramsche, Oldenburg, Osnabruück and Braunschweig. Here they are required to 

submit their applications to the responsible branch of the Federal Office for Migra-

tion and Refugees (BAMF), which then engages a process to determine whether an 

applicant meets specific requirements for refugee status. 

After an asylum application has been filed,7 asylum-seekers are sent to specific cit-

ies and municipalities, such as Göttingen. Cities and municipalities are responsible 

for a wide range of services and tasks related to the reception and accommodation 

of asylum-seekers in their territory including housing, medical treatment, financial 

allowance and access to education. Consequently, they take on responsibility for 

an important phase of the asylum-seekers life course in Germany. As explored by 

Doomernik and Glorius (2017), throughout Europe the accommodation of asylum-

seekers is highly contextualized by local circumstances, discourses and structures. 

This project was especially interested in the locally situated arrangements and struc-

tures that evolved around the newly arrived asylum-seekers in Göttingen. 

Well before the recent influx of asylum-seekers, Göttingen has been home to 

people from more than 160 different countries. Göttingen’s university and five Max 

Planck Institutes attract students and researchers from all over the world. In 2015, 

nearly 30,000 people with migrant background lived in Göttingen, which is around 

22% of the total population (source: Göttinger Statistisches Informationssystem). 

By the end of 2016, the city also hosted 1,450 asylum-seekers and 81 unaccompa-

nied minors (representing four times as many as in 2014. Of the total number of 

asylum-seekers in Göttingen, around two-thirds were male and the large majority 

was younger than 30 years (Stadt Göttingen 2016). The largest numbers of asylum-

seekers have come from Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq and Sudan.

Like other municipalities, Göttingen is responsible for providing accommodation 

and services for arriving asylum-seekers. In 2014, political representatives in the City 

Council of Göttingen had agreed to decentralize accommodation of asylum-seekers, 

7 Recent changes in German asylum law (Asylum Procedure Acceleration Act, November 
2015; Integration Law, July 2016) have institutionalized the distinction between asylum-
seeking persons ‘with a good perspective to stay’ and those ‘without a perspective to 
stay’. The latter are supposed to be excluded from measures of integration, for example, 
integration courses. In addition, asylum-seeking persons without a perspective to stay are 
supposed to remain in the initial reception centers until their case has been decided.
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distributing them across different areas of the city in private apartments. This housing 

concept was changed in Autumn 2015, when the number of asylum-seekers arriving 

in the city increased rapidly within a few months. According to city officials, the large 

number of people in need of housing and the scarcity in the housing market led to 

changes in the housing concept. Subsequently, asylum-seekers were mainly housed in 

collective accommodation centers (Gemeinschaftsunterkünfte). The first newly con-

structed collective center opened in September 2015: a container construction that 

can house up to 180 persons. It is intended as a temporary housing estate limited to 

five years. In addition to such purpose-built municipal authorities started to trans-

form public buildings such as research institutes, schools and industrial halls into 

collective housing centers. 

With some €11.5m purpose-allocated by March 2016 (www.fluechtlingshilfe-

goettingen.de), Göttingen has planned, taken on or built over three dozen sites for 

housing asylum-seekers (see Figure 6 in Annex I). The city’s biggest accommodation 

center opened in May 2016, using a former industrial hall in a remote area in Göttin-

gen that can accommodate up to 400 people.8 The limited housing situation in Göt-

tingen makes it hard for asylum-seekers to find private apartments. Therefore, many 

remain in these collective centers for more than a year. The living conditions created 

in these centers have a significant impact on the daily life of asylum-seekers, as well 

as their goals and social trajectories. 

With the growing number of asylum-seekers arriving in the city since 2015, a num-

ber of changes in state and non-state institutions took place. The city employed two 

more persons at their integration office as well as a responsible person for the coordi-

nation of asylum activities. Two broad voluntary initiatives emerged, namely Göttin-

gen hilft (“Göttingen helps”) and Flüchtlingshilfe Landkreis Göttingen (“Refugee help 

in the administrative district of Göttingen”). They mainly coordinated voluntary 

activities, organized events and managed donations. Each municipality can freely 

decide whether the management of asylum-seeker accommodation centers is carried 

8 This center has been widely criticized for a number of reasons. Its remote location and the 
type of building were the most important, especially that the structure has no windows. 
The industrial hall is divided into rooms by partitions that do not reach the ceiling, causing 
noise and artificial light to be permanent in the whole space. In addition, the rooms are 
shared by up to 14 persons depriving the inhabitants of any form of privacy or a place of 
retreat from noise or lighting. Because of lack of cooking facilities, asylum-seekers do not 
have the freedom to cook for themselves and are forced to rely on a catering company that 
provides three meals a day, and the costs for the catering are deducted from their financial 
allowance.
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out by the local governments themselves or whether this task is transferred to NGOs 

or professional facility management companies. For the reception, housing and care 

of asylum-seekers, the city of Göttingen employed additional social workers, but 

also cooperated with welfare organizations such as the German Red Cross and the 

humanitarian assistance organization, Johanniter-Unfall-Hilfe e.V. Several local 

welfare associations in Göttingen joined forces in an organization called Bonveno 

(named after the Esperanto word for “welcome”), a purposely created organization 

comprised of charitable organizations: Arbeiterwohlfahrt Kreisverband Göttingen 

e.V., Caritasverband für die Stadt und den Landkreis Göttingen e.V., Ev.-luth Kirch-

enkreis Göttingen, Deutsches Rotes Kreuz Kreisverband Göttingen-Northeim e.V. 

and the Paritätischer Wohlfahrtsverband Niedersachsen e.V. This organization was 

created in order to bundle competences and have to gain a competitive advantage for 

tendering bids and managing such centers.9 Bonveno manages and operates five large 

collective housing centers providing services of facility management, social work, 

interpretation and security.

Although Göttingen is a mid-sized city with a relatively modest number of asy-

lum-seekers, there is a high complexity of accommodation and institutional arrange-

ments as well as a high level of diversity across asylum-seekers’ needs and aspirations. 

In these ways – and due to the fact that its proximity and familiarity with the Max 

Planck Institute has allowed rapid access to people and institutions – Göttingen has 

been an ideal location for the pilot project.

The Diversity of Institutional Actors

Asylum-seekers encounter diverse actors in their everyday life – especially on the local 

level. The institutional actors include members and representatives of governmental 

and non-governmental, public or private institutions. These actors and their institu-

tions offer services in the fields of legal status, social work, educational and cultural 

services, provide access to labor market or language classes, and come from different 

9 The management of accommodation facilities is allocated to facility operators or firms 
through a public bidding process, as regulated by the EU. However, in case of special 
urgency, those procedures can be accelerated and exceptions are possible, such that a 
facility operator can be chosen without a bidding process or with special conditions. In 
Göttingen, the local government decided to place bidding priority for the management 
of accommodation facilities on organizations that have strong, existing experience and 
networks in the city. Hence, a limited set of charitable organizations arose as the most 
suitable bidders as facility operators.  
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organizational backgrounds. Such backgrounds include: governmental institutions 

with their political and administrative departments; religious institutions and com-

munities; cultural organizations; charity organizations; educational institutions; and 

volunteers and citizens’ initiatives. The different actors and their services play a vital 

role for the everyday life of asylum-seekers. In addition to the primary care by gov-

ernmental actors for accommodation and sustenance, there are on offer to asylum-

seekers various kinds and social, religious, cultural and educational services provided 

by mainly non-state actors. Figure 1 portrays a view of the diversity of local actors 

in Göttingen – representing quite a bewildering array from the central perspective 

of a newly-arrived asylum-seeker. While such a range of actors and institutions may 

be perceived as welcome helpers, many asylum-seekers are at a loss to identify who’s 

who, who can offer what kind of help – and who not, who belongs to the government 

(or who otherwise might influence an asylum application outcome), or who is simply 

a friendly person offering assistance. This loss to identify institutional actors may 

cause no little distress to newcomers.

The graphic below depicts the range of over thirty institutional actors in  

Göttingen with whom an asylum-seeker will interact. These are categorized by  

activity fields, or fields of responsibility: educational, social, religious, cultural, polit-

ical, administrative, and voluntary. It should further be noted that each set of actors 

and fields are characterized by different motivations, structures, networks, work 

styles and logics – each of which affect their work with asylum-seekers. These fields 

or sets of institutional actors are briefly described below.

Voluntary. Volunteers are a diverse group of local actors. They organize themselves 

either around an accommodation center, such as neighborhood initiatives, or around 

themes like legal advice, language learning, translation or labor market access. Neigh-

borhood initiatives are also often organized in thematic subgroups such as language 

learning, leisure activities, searching for private housing and mentoring. Many vol-

unteers organize themselves by regular face-to-face meetings, and online through 

either the internet platform of Göttingen hilft or by establishing or joining Facebook 

groups. Additionally to the (self-)organized volunteers, Göttingen also has inde-

pendent volunteers who interact on a less regular basis for specific asylum-seekers or 

who offer one specific activity like sewing, bike repairing, cooking or children activi-

ties under the organization of a welfare institution involved in refugee work. One 

major distinction in the self-description of volunteers is that between Ehrenamtliche 

and Freiwillige. While the first expression for “volunteers” is mainly associated with 
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Figure 1: The Diversity of Institutional Actors

explicit unpolitical charity work, the second expression is associated with political 

engagement and solidarity. Volunteers who consider themselves to be described by 

the latter are also often strongly involved in political activities aiming for solidarity 

with refugee struggles. Due to the diversity of volunteers, their motives, interests, log-

ics and offers vary broadly. It is therefore complicated for asylum-seekers sometimes 

to identify the differences immediately. 

Educational. Different educational actors are involved in the work with asylum-

seekers. Some offer services relevant for children and others for adults. While some 

accommodation centers supply staff  and activities for families and young children, 

older children attend regular local schools. Schools had to react quickly to the ris-

ing number of pupils entering their schools and found different individual solutions. 

While some schools set up separate classes for asylum-seekers’ children to teach 

mainly German language, other schools decided to include asylum-seekers into reg-

ular classes to expose them to German-speaking children and regular school pro-
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cedures. For adult asylum-seekers, educational actors become especially relevant in 

terms of language learning and vocational training or university education. 

Asylum-seekers have only very limited access to higher education. This is due to 

their legal status, to the German language skills required by universities, or to a lack 

of recognition of previous certificates and/or papers. Currently, universities all over 

Germany offer the possibility for asylum-seekers to become guest students. This, 

although a positive new development, does not enable asylum-seekers to obtain a 

degree. In Göttingen, there are measurements in place to facilitate access to universi-

ties for asylum-seekers. Göttingen University has set up a task force to coordinate 

all activities of the university related to asylum-seekers, and offers consultancy to 

asylum-seekers on how to enter university education.

Main educational actors are institutions that offer German language courses. The 

landscape of language learning opportunities for asylum-seekers is complex and 

heterogeneous. Not only with a number of different actors but also with various 

concepts of language learning for diverging groups of learners. One main actor is 

Bildungsgenossenschaft (Educational Collective) Niedersachsen, which coordinates 

integration courses in Göttingen. While this actor is important in the institutional 

arrangement for asylum-seekers, places and institutions holding the language courses 

are more visible and relevant to asylum-seekers than the coordinating institution 

behind it. Therefore, course providers (Kursträger) like the local adult education 

center (Volkshochschule) and the Haus der Kulturen (House of Cultures) become 

relevant actors. Additionally, the local adult education center and the Goethe-Insti-

tute can issue officially recognized language certificates that correspond to the levels 

of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR). While 

only those officially recognized course providers are authorized to issue legally valid 

language certificates, there is a huge number of local courses provided by charity 

organizations like Weststadtzentrum, welfare institutions like the Caritas, or by vol-

unteers that teach German language for different levels. The campus group Conquer 

Babel not only offers German language classes but also offers voluntary translation 

and interpretation services.

Social. Actors from the social sector include social workers employed by the city 

as well as by welfare institutions. Their main task is to support asylum-seekers in 

their everyday-concerns. This includes arranging appointment with doctors, schools 

or local authorities, finding interpreters, establishing leisure activities, helping with 

administrative or legal concerns and securing a smooth running of everyday life. 
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Social workers often become the main contact person for asylum-seekers. While 

social workers’ main task is to support asylum-seekers in satisfying their needs in 

everyday life, they are also confronted with a general dilemma of social work: while 

supporting their clients they are employed by institutions that serve state interests 

(Sebastian 2016). Therefore, social workers have an ambivalent task: on the one hand, 

they need to serve the state that employs them; on the other hand, their motivation 

and ambition is to meet needs and aspirations of asylum-seekers. This dilemma was 

expressed clearly in an interview with a social worker: “At the end of the day, our cli-

ent is the city and not the asylum-seekers.”

Administrative. It is not only social workers who are concerned with social issues 

regarding asylum. The city administration, especially the Department of Social 

Affairs (Fachbereich Soziales), is also an important actor. They supply information 

on benefit entitlement, deal with and decide on benefit claims, and pay out the weekly 

or monthly payments of asylum-seekers. Additionally, they decide about the alloca-

tion of housing – making them a highly significant actor within the city where deci-

sions regarding asylum-seekers need to be made. Therefore, they are highly relevant 

actors to asylum-seekers, whose financial and housing concerns are mostly managed 

and regulated by the social affairs department of the city.

Religious. Religious actors consist of religious communities, like the St. Godehard 

church, the Turkish Islamic Union of Ditib, and church-related welfare institutions 

like the Catholic Caritas or Protestant Diakonie. Religious communities and church-

related welfare institutions supply spiritual guidance or pastoral care. They also help 

gather donations and offer leisure activities and language courses. Some church-

related welfare institutions such as Caritas or Diakonie are active members of the 

facility operator Bonveno (mentioned above), which runs and manages five major 

accommodation centers for asylum-seekers in Göttingen. Therefore, the many social 

workers active in accommodation centers are (indirectly) employed by church related 

welfare institutions.

Cultural. Very active in the work with asylum-seekers are cultural and sport clubs. 

They offer all sorts of cultural and sports activities like football, swimming, music, 

game nights, theatre plays, etc. One Göttingen sports club was also managing an 

emergency accommodation in its sports hall and, therefore, was actively involved in 

accommodating newly arrived asylum-seekers. Due to this engagement, it still par-

ticipates in running a newly opened collective housing center for asylum-seekers in 

Göttingen.
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Political. For city politicians, like the mayor or city councilors, direct contact with 

asylum-seekers is not a daily job routine. However, they significantly influence the 

lives of asylum-seekers, mainly by creating and approving regulations and setting the 

overall tone for asylum related topics. The city’s Integrationsrat (Integration Coun-

cil), for example, is a political body that represents the interests of migrants (includ-

ing asylum-seekers) in the city. The Flüchtlingsrat (Refugee Council) is a body of 

the federal state, which is not always visible as an actor on the local level, but is 

approachable for asylum-seekers if  they need support. One active member of this 

Flüchtlingsrat, situated in Göttingen, is an important actor for legal advice in asylum-

cases in the city.

The Diversity of Institutional Arrangements

After having surveyed, examined and tracked a variety of accommodation facilities 

and facility operators, it is clear to the project team that – given the time, scale and 

resource pressures faced by cities – highly differential configurations of institutional 

arrangements have developed. These have direct bearing on what happens to asylum-

seekers during the process of asylum determination as well as the processes of inte-

gration that will continue after an asylum decision is made.

The institutional offers, services and infrastructures available in accommodation 

centers are very diverse. In the ten accommodation centers where the project’s main 

fieldwork took place, different combinations of the following aspects of institutional 

arrangements were identified: 

•	 size of the accommodation centers housing, between 30 and 300 asylum-seekers; 

•	 nature of the building: whether purpose-built apartment complexes (containers 

and wooden construction), apartments in pre-existing apartment buildings, multi-

occupant rooms in converted buildings (such as schools and institutes) and parti-

tioned cubicles in large halls of converted buildings (such as warehouses);

•	 whether accommodation centers are decentralized or centralized;

•	 composition of allotted asylum-seekers: ethnically/religiously concentrated or 

highly mixed; good or bad prospects to remain “Bleibeperspektive”; gender bal-

ance; presence of families vis-à-vis single people; 

•	 existence and nature of facilities on-site: toilets, showers, kitchen, dining rooms, 

play rooms or areas, sports halls or fields and equipment, community rooms, 

prayer rooms, TV/video facilities, Internet access, access for the disabled; 

•	 the extent and nature of child care facilities; 
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•	 security and maintenance, including housekeeping; 

•	 extent and nature of access to management personnel (for information, com-

plaints, referral to other public services); 

•	 level of qualification, experience and training of facility operators and social 

workers (including linguistic skills); 

•	 the number of active volunteers, their skills, experience and scheduling; 

•	 extent and nature of access to social workers, legal advisors and healthcare profes-

sionals; 

•	 extent and nature of access to translators; 

•	 access to public transportation and postal services; 

•	 provision of multi-lingual information; 

•	 existence and nature of German language teaching; 

•	 existence and nature of other activities (training, games, crafts – including ones 

specifically for women, children for families); 

•	 existence and nature of bridge-building activities with local Germans, e.g. lan-

guage tutoring, sports and games, cafes, social activities, accompaniment and 

mentoring; 

•	 extent and management of volunteer agencies, offerings and services – especially 

donated items. 

In various significant ways, many of the variables listed above present highly spatial-

ized conditions. This refers not only to where a specific accommodation facility is 

located within the city, but also to the size, layout, users and uses of particular spaces 

within the accommodations themselves. These spatial aspects play a significant role 

in the dissemination of information in the facility, the distribution of and access to 

donations, social behavior, the levels and location of noise, light and heating, as well 

as the kinds of individual and collective activities that can take place. 

Through formal interviews, informal conversations, systematic ethnographic 

observation, focus groups, policy examination and spatial analysis, the project team 

has revealed a great deal about the nature and processes of accommodation. Perhaps 

foremost among the observations that we have mapped, monitored and discerned is 

the finding that: the organizational modes, management strategies, experiences and 

competences of facility operators (Betreiber) are decisive for the total function of 

any given set of institutional arrangements for asylum-seekers. In many ways, the 

nature of the facility operator is often the key to the provision of services and infor-

mation; thereby, facility operators are crucial for creating the conditions that set in 

course every asylum-seeker’s integration or life trajectory.
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Most of the collective accommodation centers in Göttingen are managed by 

appointed operators. By local decision, the operators in Göttingen are charitable 

organizations (with Bonveno as the main player). Even within its small set of chari-

table organizations, there are marked differences in the ways they operate the accom-

modation facilities. Differences include:

•	 Care concept (Betreuungskonzept): basic provisions, staff  – asylum-seeker ratio, 

personnel hiring and deployment, timetable, staff  responsibilities and action plans; 

•	 Philosophies of integration: for example, “Fördern und Fordern” vs. laissez-faire; 

•	 Treatment of volunteers: entailing degrees of regulation of working hours, access, 

activities and the level of independence; 

•	 Treatment of asylum-seekers: attitudes towards and ways of communicating with 

asylum-seekers, including sanctions for undesirable behavior, rationale for room 

distribution, etc. 

The outline above indicates a great deal about the structure and function of accom-

modation and institutional arrangements surrounding asylum-seekers in Germany. 

We have also distinguished the diversity of asylum-seekers’ as well as their needs and 

aspirations. While there is naturally much to detail and elaborate ethnographically 

through descriptive vignettes, case studies and quotations, for our purposes here, we 

can summarize those in the following sections.

The Diversity of Asylum-seekers

“Every room is its own culture” is a sentence stated by an asylum-seeker about the 

situation in the accommodation center he lives in. What he is referring to is his 

experience of diversity in the accommodation center. Our interview partner further 

explains that there are people from diverse religious and national backgrounds from 

various states and that some of the people also want to become independent from 

the states they come from. But he also talks about the big differences in habits of, 

for example, using kitchen or bathroom facilities. A big issue for many people in the 

accommodation centers was the question whether standing or sitting on a toilet seat 

is an appropriate practice. His wife continues the explanation by saying that it seems 

like they are the only ones who have a university degree, and that most of the others 

used to be “workers”. What becomes visible in this short conversation is that despite 
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the popular use of the expression “asylum-seekers”, asylum-seekers are certainly not 

a homogenous group.10

Municipal authorities and administrative staff  working with asylum-seeking 

persons usually categorize them according to five main traits: namely nationality, 

gender, age, health and legal status.11 However, looking closer beyond these catego-

ries into other (self-)ascribed categories, living situations and lifestyles, it becomes 

clear that two people who may seem identical according to the five main categories 

could substantially vary across other categories. In our research, we were confronted 

with complex, self-ascribed categories such as people identifying themselves as Bal-

uchi (coming from Baluchistan, a geographical region in the Iranian highlands that 

stretches across the east of Iran, southern Afghanistan, and the south-west of Paki-

stan), Kurds or Turkmens. In addition, their religious identity differed significantly 

from each other: we spoke with persons identifying themselves as Sunnites, Shiites, 

Jesuits or a mixture of different regional beliefs. Even the category “family status” 

turned out to be similarly complex. For example, the status of being married could 

vary across the lines of civil marriage, religious marriage or local marital arrange-

ments. Moreover, many men arrive alone in Germany, but are married in their coun-

try of origin or sometimes living in polygamous marital arrangements. Some of them 

10 The large-scale influx and accommodation of asylum-seekers in Germany occurs at 
a time when there is heightened academic interest in the societal impacts of diversity 
and the social structuring of difference (e.g., Putnam 2007; Portes, Vickstrom 2011; 
Vertovec 2012; Benhabib 2015; Johler et al. 2015; Salzbrunn 2014). This topic concerns 
the ways certain social differences – and their intersections – are embedded in structures 
of inequality and power, landscapes of constraint and opportunity, status hierarchies, 
spatial configurations, management strategies, media representations, legal rulings, public 
sector practices and government policies. They are reproduced in everyday categories and 
practices of social interaction ( Tilly 1998; Lamont, Molnár 2002; Massey 2007); but also, 
importantly, social structures of difference are in many ways created and shaped by public 
institutions (from official classifications, laws and rights through bureaucracies, services 
and procedures). The sum of these processes comprise what has been called, ‘the social 
organization of difference’, methodologically addressed by the conceptual framework of 
‘configurations-representations-encounters’ described in Vertovec 2015a; this field and 
framework underpin the departmental research program at the Max Planck Institute for 
the Study of Religious and Ethnic Diversity.

11 Processes determining the social organization of difference are especially relevant for 
asylum-seekers, whose social positions are not only ascertained by categories of difference 
like nationality, gender, religion and age, but importantly by legal status as well ( Massey, 
Bartley 2005; Bauböck 2006; da Lomba 2010; Vertovec 2015b).
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would like to bring their spouses and children to Germany; others prefer to send 

money and hope to return soon. 

Figure 2 presents an example of relevant categories of difference. To exemplify 

the broad scope of differences, two highly dissimilar cases are shown. It shows how 

extremely different people can be even if  they fall into the same administrative cate-

gories and therefore appear as similar cases for administrative institutions. From our 

interviewees, two women come from Syria as asylum-seeking persons in Germany; 

they are around the same age and have similar health conditions. Both women seem 

to be quite similar at the first glace. However, taking a closer look, they turned out to 

be extremely different individuals on many levels. Although both have a Syrian pass-

port, both women belong to different ethnic groups; and although both speak Arabic, 

they have a different variety of languages that they use in their daily lives. Educa-

tional background is often connected to language skills. Whereas, in our example, 

the woman with a university degree speaks three different languages: Arabic, Kurd-

ish and English; the second woman who attended primary school speaks two lan-

guages, namely Turkish and Arabic. This difference in their education level and lan-

guage skills might be crucial for receiving information in Germany, getting to know 

Germans or attending events. While English as global lingua franca enables one of 

the women to interact with volunteers and social workers on a regular basis, the other 

woman’s knowledge of Turkish is often not recognized as a valuable and helpful skill. 

While the women speaking English participates in discussion forums of the accom-

modation center she lives in, the Turkish language skills of the other woman are not 

known to the social workers or volunteers she engages with. She is mainly referred to 

as an Arabic woman from Syria who will need an Arabic-speaking interpreter. Fam-

ily status and socio-economic background of individual asylum-seekers also have a 

similar level of importance. While both women present themselves as Muslims, their 

degree of religiosity, and its reflection in their clothing and behavior is quite different 

from each other. The same holds true for their political positionality. Coming from 

the same country, and even belonging to the same ethnic group, does not necessarily 

mean that they have similar political opinions on actors involved in civil war or con-

flicts in their country of origin. Of course this could also mean that these differences 

may result in arguments or disputes when packed in the same space based on the five 

main categories.
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Figure 2: Asylum-Seekers’ Diversity - looking beyond the five main 
categories

Clearly, these differences, which in many cases are only obvious after talking to peo-

ple, influence their needs and aspirations significantly. Taking the example of the 

women depicted in Figure 2, the woman with a strong political attitude and with 

English skills might get in contact with German activists easier and is more likely to 

participate in activities and events. Hence, for her it might be easier to establish con-

tacts with German and take part in the German society, at least partly. On the other 

hand, the woman with a higher degree of religiosity might regularly attend religious 
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ceremonies at the mosque, using it as a space to meet others who could provide her 

with support and information. This difference clearly affects their hopes and expecta-

tions for the future, but also their life trajectories. 

Therefore, the immediate needs or requests of each asylum-seeker from local insti-

tutions regarding issues like family care, language acquisition, education, job place-

ment, legal processes, health, information, communications and mobility will vary 

according to the combination of these kinds of categories. 

The Diversity of Asylum-Seekers’ Needs and Aspirations

The diversity of asylum-seekers’ social characteristics is directly related to heteroge-

neous combinations of needs and aspirations. Among the asylum-seekers we have 

worked with in the Max Planck Institute project, we can categorize the needs that 

that have been highlighted by informants as either “abstract” (concerning broad con-

ditions for a good life) or “concrete” (specific measures or resources that will imme-

diately improve living conditions). 

The needs and aspirations – topics of everyday concern shaping orientations, 

desires, decisions and life strategies – that were voiced by asylum-seeking interview-

ees during the project team’s fieldwork are shown in Figure 3. The abstract needs 

are represented by different circles. Those are: “normality”, autonomy, certainty, 

communication, health, activities, material and immaterial resources. Correspond-

ing to the abstract need that they are related to, concrete needs are located within 

each circle. Some of the concrete needs correspond to more than one abstract need: 

hence in the graphic, some are located in positions where the circles of the corre-

sponding abstract needs overlap. For example, having a (stable) legal status is part 

of “normality”. However, it is also crucial to have certainty in one’s life. “Legal sta-

tus” is therefore located on the graphic within the overlapping of the circles corre-

sponding to normality and certainty. The diversity of needs and aspirations and how 

state and voluntary institutions react to them are also illustrated in the text box case  

studies.12 

Asylum-seekers’ aspirations identified in the project are marked in purple in the 

graphic. In some cases, needs and aspirations are overlapping. 

12 Personal details in the case studies have been changed in order to maintain informants’ 
anonymity.
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Figure 3: Mapping the Diversity of Asylum-Seekers’ Needs and Aspi-
rations

Abstract needs have different meanings for each individual asylum-seeker. What 

“normality” or a normal life entails, for example, is different for different cultures, 

lifestyles, biographies and individuals. Through interviews and focus group discus-

sions, asylum-seekers with a range of social traits spoke of their need for normality, 

which the team tried to break down with their help to concrete needs, such as finan-

cial security, conservation of values and family hierarchies, privacy, decision making, 

having respect and dignity and a stable legal status, etc.

Certainty was a major topic in many conversations and interviews. The need for 

certainty refers to many different spheres of life crucial for stability and being able 

to focus on the present and future of individuals. Many asylum-seekers live in situa-

tions that produce and reproduce uncertainties in their lives keeping them paralyzed 

and unable to act. Without transparency in the asylum process and certainty about 
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the legal status, for example, the asylum-seeker does not know what the future will 

bring; they do not have access to German or integration courses, to education, the 

job market, or to family unification, reproducing uncertainty in other aspects of their 

lives. One important aspect of certainty was financial security. To meet this concrete 

and basic need, there are state-funded transfer payments secured by German asy-

lum law and social legislations.  Additionally a significant willingness to donate for 

asylum-seekers secures a basic standard of living. By looking beyond those formal 

measurements to secure basic financial needs it becomes clear that the need for finan-

cial security is accompanied by a need of predictability, reliability and transparency. 

Autonomy is another important abstract need that was stressed by the research 

participants. Being dependent on different institutions, departments and individuals 

is a huge obstacle in the way of taking one’s own decisions, following one’s preferred 

pace in daily lives, developing one’s life trajectory in their new environment. Access 

to passports and legal documents, access to the job market, access to the housing 

market – in addition to mastering the German language – are all concrete needs 

that contribute to increasing the autonomy of asylum-seekers. While most asylum-

seekers are theoretically allowed to work three months after their arrival, the uncer-

tainty of their legal status, lack of recognition of their qualifications and sometimes 

also racism or discrimination, all contribute to blocking their access to the job mar-

Case study – privacy vs. exclusion
Mohamed, a 27-year-old Iraqi man, arrived 15 months ago in Germany. He spent his 
first four months in an initial reception center in Friedland. After that, he was brought 
to Göttingen. With the help of a social worker in Friedland, he could move into his 
own apartment which is small and a little outside the city center, but he lives there 
by himself and hence, can enjoy his privacy. However, when talking to Mohamed, he 
sometimes wishes to live together with other asylum-seekers in a collective center. 
There he could build up networks, speak his mother tongue, get support from vol-
unteers (information, services and donations) and most importantly, he would have 
free access to the internet. Mohamed explains: “Most information is distributed in 
the camps either by social workers or volunteers. Often, I only receive them after 
an event is already over or when the deadline for a course had already expired.” 
So on the one hand, he appreciates his privacy and is grateful that he was able to 
receive his own apartment after such a short time in Germany. On the other hand, 
he often feels lonely and excluded from social networks, information and services 
that are available for asylum-seekers in collective housing centers. The institutional 
arrangements surrounding Mohamed, therefore, hinders his interaction with social 
networks and attendance of events that may accelerate his integration process.
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ket. Without finding jobs and securing their income, they would not be allowed to 

increase their much-needed autonomy. 

 The same holds true for language: especially given that most verbal or written 

communication with state departments takes place in German, asylum-seekers are 

kept dependent on the availability and qualification level of a translator that would 

have access to their most private information and life details. Letters sent to asy-

lum-seekers by state departments, which include vital information for their lives and 

development of their legal status, also need translators – another mode of depriving 

asylum-seekers of autonomy. Under the abstract need of autonomy, an important 

concrete and specific need for privacy was emphasized by informants. Legal regula-

tions suggest the fulfilment of privacy at first sight. The German Basic Constitu-

tional Law secures the sanctities of the home and the privacy of correspondence. In 

addition, housing concepts for asylum-seekers argue in favor of decentralized hous-

ing – thereby recognizing the need for privacy. However, according to our interview 

Case study – “normal life” and collective accommodation
Ismael, a father of six young children ageing 3 to 13 years, and his wife Amal made 
their long journey from Syria to Germany around eight months ago. After spending 
some weeks in an initial reception center, they were moved to a collective housing 
center in Göttingen. There they have only two rooms for all eight family members, 
and have to share bathroom and kitchen with around 20 other asylum-seekers. Soon 
after their arrival, the children could attend school and Kindergarten while Ismael 
joined a language course offered by volunteers in the evening. But still they were not 
happy with their living conditions. According to Amal, the hygiene and the lack of 
space are major problems. She said: “I am afraid that my children will get sick using 
the bathrooms, they are not clean. Moreover, they are far away from our rooms and 
they have to go there at night with all these strangers around. The kitchen is most of 
the time so crowded and also often so dirty, that we prefer to eat in our room on our 
beds. The rooms are so small that there is no place even for a table.” In addition, they 
feel that they do not receive enough support by the social workers and volunteers. 
Ismael complained that they urgently need a dentist appointment for their youngest 
son, but the social worker refused to call the dentist. They also requested to move 
to their own apartment, but do not find a place which is sufficient for eight persons. 
However, Ismael sees that the biggest problem in living in a collective center is the 
lack of privacy. According to him, it is impossible to have “normal life” when living to 
close with so many people. In addition, he complains that because they live together 
only with other asylum-seekers, they have little contact with Germans. He hopes 
that once they live in “a normal apartment” life could become normal again, also 
meaning earning his own money by working and not depending on social benefits.
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partners in the city council, due to special financial and time restrictions, over the last 

year it was not always possible to follow these guidelines; consequently many asylum-

seekers ended up living in collective housing. Asylum seekers have no authority to 

influence decisions about who they share their living space with. Although the need 

for privacy is being considered in the allocation of rooms and by establishing house 

rules it remains an unfulfilled need. Especially in collective housing centers meeting 

needs is an ambivalent endeavor:  for example, the regulation to ban visitors from 

shared spaces like kitchens and bathrooms secures privacy for some and means a 

huge limitation of privacy and autonomy for others. 

Communication is one of the important abstract needs about which asylum-seek-

ers talked. Communication with the family in the homeland, communication with 

relatives and friends who ended up in different cities, communication with state insti-

tutions and non-state actors such as volunteers all play a huge role in the daily lives 

and life trajectories of asylum-seekers. Communication includes the concrete needs 

for information, translation, various kinds of language skills, digital and social net-

works that help share information, and – for most, an essential concrete need – is 

access to the internet. Another need associated with communication is mobility, the 

capacity to move around the city easily. Mobility plays an important role of increas-

ing personal communication and information-sharing among asylum-seekers and 

their social networks. Obviously for asylum-seekers, mobility entails the need for 

accessible and affordable public transportation. 

For a lot of asylum-seekers, translation or interpretation is one of the most impor-

tant communication needs. Germany only garantees legal entitlement to interpreters 

for limited purposes, such as help with legal procedures. Consequently, there is legal 

entitlement to an interpreter for the asylum interview at the BAMF, but not for eve-

ryday purposes of interacting with administration, health or social services. There-

fore, asylum-seekers rely on semi-professional language mediator services financed 

by the city, volunteers, or interpreters from personal networks. When using the cities’ 

language services, sometimes the language requested is not clear to everyone. While 

most asylum-seekers speak the offical languages of their country of orgin, other 

minority languages that are considered as mother tongues by asylum-seekers can 

be more helpul to address communication needs. Additionally, interpretation is an 

activity that involves a high level of trust: Asylum-seekers need to talk about political 

and personal issues that can, in some cases, be used against them either within their 

local community in Germany or within the political system of their country of orgin. 

The anxiety to meet policial opponents or country of origin secret service informers 
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is ominpresent for a number of asylum-seekers. This sometimes leads to the rejection 

of unknown interpreters out of mistrust and fear. The lack of trust is based on not 

knowing interpreters as well as on interpreters’ non-commitment to long-term work-

ing relations. Due to the voluntary character of interpretation services, the ability to 

work permanently with known interpreters is hardly feasible. Additionally, unclarity 

about laws and rules on confidentiality on the side of semi-professional interpret-

Case Study – unmet linguistic needs
Raj, an asylum-seeker from Pakistan, who lives in a collective accommodation center, 
speaks mainly Urdu and Punjabi. While he was stuck in Greece for several months 
on his journey to Germany, he learned to speak Greek while he was working on 
several jobs there. When he arrived in Germany, he wanted to learn German; but 
as someone with a Pakistani citizenship, and therefore not categorized as an asylum 
seeker with good prospects to remain, he is not entitled to a state-funded German 
language course. Although he started to attend German language classes offered by 
German volunteers, learning the German language is not easy for him. He attended 
school only for a few years in Pakistan, and the notion of learning a language in a 
classroom, instead of learning it by having to use it on a job, seems very illogical and 
not very persuasive to him. In addition to struggling with language learning by going 
to classes, Raj struggles to communicate with German officials, social workers or 
volunteers. 
For his everyday interactions, he relies on a fellow Pakistani who lived with him in 
the collective accommodation center. Speaking Punjabi, Pashto, Urdu and English, 
his friend interprets between a group of Pakistanis in the shelter and social workers 
or other officials. Besides the everyday communication struggles, after 15 months, 
Raj is still waiting for his asylum interview with the Federal Office for Migration and 
Refugees since there are big difficulties to find a Punjabi interpreter for him. He 
refuses to work with an unknown Urdu interpreter.
The case study highlights several findings regarding linguistic needs. Firstly, the huge 
diversity of linguistic backgrounds of asylum-seekers often remains unnoticed due 
to the focus on German language learning. Secondly, it hints toward the need for 
new or different language teaching strategies, especially for people whose socializa-
tion involves only little formal schooling. Thirdly, the case study highlights the great 
need for interpreters for everyday interactions because there are no institutional-
ized solutions for ad hoc situations. Finally, this case demonstrates the issue of trust 
between interpreters and asylum-seekers. Since interpretation in an asylum case has 
life- changing or even life-threating consequences, asylum-seekers either wait for 
very long times or even refuse interpreters since they are not sure about the political 
stance of the interpreter. Intentional or unintentional misinterpretations can lead to 
asylum-seekers having their cases rejected, usually resulting in deportation, and its 
multiple potential consequences for asylum seekers.
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ers as well as on the side of asylum-seekers, together with the external selection of 

interpreters by social workers or city officals, prevents trusting relationships between 

interpreters and asylum-seekers. Further, a lack of qualifications among translators 

sometimes leads to mistranslations of information, which can crucially influence the 

lives of asylum-seekers. Working with formally unqualified language mediators is 

accompanied by consequences that are sometimes equal to, if  not worse, than not 

fulfilling the communication need at all.

 Resources, whether material or immaterial, comprise important abstract needs 

for asylum-seekers. Resources include the concrete basic needs for food, access to 

donations, being able to cook and shop on one’s own. It also includes access to per-

sonal means of transport like bikes, or having a driving license. For such concrete 

needs, money is of course a very important resource itself  that can help asylum-

seekers access some of their other, needed resources as well as increase their general 

autonomy. 

Abstract needs surrounding health came up several times in the project team’s 

discussions with asylum-seekers. Psychological as well as physical health were identi-

fied as important aspects of daily lives of asylum-seekers. Having to wait at least two 

weeks for doctor’s appointments, or not being allowed to call an ambulance in a case 

they see an emergency, are examples of situations that exacerbate this abstract need. 

While asylum-seekers are mostly “secure” now that they are outside of war zones, 

their psychological needs are yet not met – especially in cases where family unifica-

tion and communication is not possible. 

Finally, activity, or “Beschäftigung”, is a very important abstract need described 

by asylum-seekers. Having their lives on hold while waiting during the asylum pro-

cess; waiting for the next interview; waiting for the next letter; and waiting for a 

stable legal status: these kinds of conditions lock asylum-seekers into a life of bore-

dom, a lack of patience and a helpless perspective. While some people are allowed 

to visit language courses, others are not. Staying in accommodation facilities all day 

– where there is no privacy anyway – or going to the city does not fulfil the need 

for activity that asylum-seekers have expressed. Education, German courses, other 

educational courses, internships or trainings entail concrete needs that help fulfil the 

more abstract need of activity in one’s life. Having a job, working out, having sports 

activities and social activities are also important to fulfil this need. For social activi-

ties to be possible, community rooms and prayer rooms are certainly infrastructures 

that address activity needs. Spaces where asylum-seekers are allowed to smoke their 
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cigarettes or shishas were also pronounced as important to fulfil the needs for activ-

ity, as well as normality, among asylum-seekers. 

As explained in the previous sections, a number of social, cultural and individual 

characteristics of asylum-seekers influence the type, combination and hierarchy of 

their needs. The degree and manner of religiosity, marriage and family situation, age, 

gender, health conditions, education level and class background are some of these 

significant characteristics. However, and as explained above, the combination of 

available institutional arrangements can also have a significant and direct impact on 

both abstract and concrete needs. 

The variable configuration of needs and socio-cultural characteristics is also evi-

dent in asylum-seekers’ aspirations for life in Germany. This was clearly apparent in 

the focus groups held with asylum-seekers. Figure 4 shows the outcome of a regular 

focus group that discussed with asylum-seekers their current life situations. While 

few wish to talk about their pasts (bringing up painful memories of families and 

friends), discussions about current and future life goals tend to reflect the types and 

hierarchy of needs that many detailed in discussions and interviews– and that are 

importantly conditioned by modes of institutional accommodation. While concerns 

about friends and family who are left behind in the countries of origins were the first 

and main concern of the asylum-seekers, it was a topic they explicitly did not want 

to explore in further detail. It seemed for them more feasible to concentrate on issues 

surrounding their current life in Germany than to dig into problematic emotions sur-

rounding their past lives. While many of the needs mentioned in those discussions 

focused on their current situation in Germany -- like how to build and maintain 

social networks or how to live I a collective accommodation center -- aspirations 

and visions for the future were also discussed. Here also their originally- mentioned 

family concerns came back into the scene. One main aspiration for the future is to 

either bring wives and children to Germany or to make sure they can provide for 

their families back home. Another aspiration, which was also connected to their wor-

ries about their families back home, was the hope that their families and friends will 

be safe where they are at the moment. Connected with their current life in Germany, 

there is a strong aspiration to earn money and find work. Closely interlinked with 

that are also educational aspirations, like language or vocational training, which will 

help them to find jobs. While some health issues affect their current needs, there are 

also aspirations to improve their mental health over time. Figure 4 positions the men-

tioned needs and aspiration on a timeline: While the first box symbolized the time 

before they came to Germany, the box in the middle includes current needs that will 
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help them to cope with their every-day life in Germany and the third box includes 

aspirations that were located in the future.13

Figure 4: some aspirations of asylum-seekers in Germany

In the research project, we have observed some of the ways in which the failure of 

institutional arrangements to meet the basic needs and aspirations of asylum-seekers 

create a context and set of structural conditions that seriously hinder asylum-seekers’ 

processes of integration. This observation pertains to all aspects of integration out-

lined above: the acquisition of language; gaining access to work, housing, education 

and training; building social contacts and networks; participation in representative 

politics; respecting national law and legal authorities; and the adoption of certain 

civil and cultural practices and values. If  needs – such as activity, healthcare, avail-

ability of translators, information on language and other training, mobility, and 

opportunities for communication – are unaddressed in Flüchtlingsunterkünfte, or if  

asylum-seekers are constrained by institutional arrangements from pursuing aspira-

tions – like creating a normal daily routine, finding new activities, making friends, 

contacting their families or pursuing possibilities to gain education or training – their 

motivations, chances and prospects for integration can be greatly reduced. 

13 This distinction between needs and aspiration has to be seen as an analytical distinction 
that was developed in the interpretation process due to the timeframe interview partners 
subscribed to their needs. Asylum-seekers themselves did not systematically refer to them 
as needs or aspirations.
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Matches and Mismatches 

With the described diversity of local actors, institutional arrangements, asylum-seek-

ers and their needs and aspirations, it is not surprising that the project team found 

a combination of matches and mismatches between some needs of asylum-seekers 

and the services offered by actors and available through institutional arrangements. 

Matches between needs and services exist, for example, in the case of security for 

asylum-seekers fleeing wars and destruction and are in imminent existential danger. 

It also exists in the case of accommodation, where most asylum-seekers have been 

assigned to accommodation centers and avoided being homeless. In addition, the 

state has provided primary care; that is, asylum-seekers have access to food, water and 

medication. A further, significant match exists by way of the help that asylum-seek-

ers individually receive through being accompanied (by social workers, translators, or 

volunteers) to doctor appointments, education consultancies or other German insti-

tutions alongside the support they receive from such actors in their communication 

with the Federal Office for Migration and Refugees (BAMF). 

However, as explained in the previous sections, the bewildering array of state and 

non-state institutional actors are concerned with different fields and have different 

logics, motivations, interests, tasks and limitations (bureaucratic, administrative and 

financial). All these variations surrounding institutional accommodation produce 

differential results and outputs that may or may not match the existing needs and 

aspirations of people in general, or asylum-seekers specifically. Administrative offi-

cials often work with abstract categorizations and statistics in order to classify people 

and distribute or restrict resources, rather than personally interact with members of 

the public –in this case, asylum-seekers. Their logics of implementing tasks is a prod-

uct of their internal bureaucracies and routines; although such logics may generally 

respond to external factors, e.g. the refugee influx, institutional logics and structures 

do not necessarily cater to diverse or individualized needs, but to simplified or gener-

alized basic needs based on categorical assumptions. 

Given the diversity of asylum-seekers and their needs as described above, it is 

expected that the services and arrangements offered by different actors – whether 

state institutions, facility operators or volunteers – might match the needs of some 

people and neglect the needs of other. Even the actions taken by some institutional 

actors, thinking these might fulfil the needs of asylum-seekers, might clash with the 

understanding and regulations of other actors. An example of this is when volun-

teers asked the inhabitants of an accommodation center in the city what they need, 
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and found out that electric kettles were widely needed to heat water in the rooms 

instead of sharing one kettle in the kitchen with several people. After campaigning 

for donations and buying electric kettles for the asylum seekers, the volunteers were 

later surprised that the social worker of the facility operator collected them from the 

rooms without explanation to the asylum seekers or the volunteers. While volunteers 

in this case were driven by the needs of asylum seekers, the facility operator was 

driven by fire prevention regulations or Brandschutz, which determine that having 

electric kettles in the rooms is a hazard for asylum seekers and therefore is prohibited. 

In addition to the resulting conflict, this caused a mismatch in meeting the need for 

electric kettles, and uncovered poor communication between different institutional 

actors.

In this way, the mismatches are not only between institutions, actors and asylum-

seekers but also among the actors themselves. The findings of the project demon-

strate clearly that actors and needs are diverse and therefore needs cannot always 

be meet. Project data suggests that there are some central factors that lead either to 

“matches”-- fulfilling the needs of asylum-seekers, or to “mismatches” -- discrepan-

cies between asylum-seekers needs and services offered (see Figure 5). 

Case Study – positive arrangements
Ali is a 29-year-old from Damascus, Syria. He arrived in November 2015 in Göttingen. 
A social worker picked him up from the train station and brought him to the asylum-
seeker accommodation in a middle class neighborhood. Luckily, he was allowed to 
share his small room with a friend. Together with four others, they share a kitchen, a 
bathroom with toilet and shower and a washing machine. There is not much privacy, 
but Ali does not complain. He knows about the situation in other camps (as most 
asylum-seekers call their shared accommodations). Ali says: “In other camps there 
are up to 20 people sharing a kitchen and a toilet and some of the camps are really 
far outside.” Another advantage in his current accommodation is his close contact 
with the social workers. He invites them for tea in his room, from time to time, and 
they supported him to get a three-month language course at the Goethe Institute. 
Ali is also in close contact with a group of volunteers who organize sports events or 
other social gatherings. During the last six months, he built a wide social network of 
contacts to asylum-seekers with different backgrounds and to Germans who support 
him in many ways. The institutional arrangements surrounding Ali have given him a 
head start on his way to integration within German society.
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Figure 5: Institutions and asylum-seekers’ needs/aspirations - 
Factors for matches and mismatches

Factors supporting matches include the following:

National law. The German welfare state and its asylum law grants to asylum-

seekers a basic supply of housing, clothing and food: in this way, basic needs 

are met. Additionally, there are local initiatives to supply more than the mini-

mum provisions that are generally secured by the state. 

Local regulations.The city of Göttingen created a concept for asylum accom-

modation in which the city takes a normative stance about good housing for 

asylum-seekers: a clear standard of quality is envisioned. In addition, the city 

put in place a range and extent of German language courses and language 

mediating services that are beyond basic requirements. 

Voluntary work or donations. Another major factor for meeting asylum-seek-

ers’ needs and aspirations is represented by volunteers and their direct access 

to asylum-seekers. While city and institutional administrative staff  members 

only have little time for face-to face interactions with asylum-seekers, volun-

teers often have more time – and consequently, more trustful relationships – 

with asylum-seekers to investigate and try to address their needs in more depth. 

Additionally, social media networks like Facebook groups or local online initia-

tives play an important role in meeting asylum-seekers’ needs and aspirations. 

Volunteers help with searching for private housing, collect donations and set up 

childcare or leisure activities. 

Although there is a framework in place that secures basic needs, there are many cir-

cumstances in which asylum-seekers’ needs are either not addressed or cannot be 
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fulfilled. The research project identified different factors for theses discrepancies or 

mismatches between needs and services; these include: 

Subjective perception of situations. The empirical data of the project indicates 

that the perception of situations is often very different for asylum-seekers than 

for institutional actors. While institutions often rightly stick to their adminis-

trative regulations and perceive situations as self-explanatory due to specific 

regulations in place, asylum-seekers perceive situations as arbitrary and feel 

themselves to be at the mercy of random decision-making processes. Many of 

our interview partners did not understand why their welfare payments vary 

over time or differ from other asylum-seekers. Such perceptions result in con-

stant anxiety and insecurity about having less financial resources the next time 

they collect their payment. Also, irregularities in payoff dates have significant 

effects on the subjective experience of financial security. 

In spite of having secured financial basic needs by law, not experiencing finan-

cial security on a subjective level stifles a sense of normality and  certainty. This 

illustrates that meeting some basic need on a formal level often isn’t enough; 

subjective perceptions of asylum-seekers are important when assessing whether 

needs are met or not. 

Case Study – financial uncertainty
Ahmed and his partner Rose met each other in Turkey on their way to Ger-
many. After nearly a year on the road, in November 2015 they finally arrived 
in Germany. By that time, Rose discovered that she is pregnant. Although 
not officially married, they lived together in one room in a collective hous-
ing center. Once every two weeks, Ahmed got up at 5am to stand in line in 
front of the town hall to pick up his financial benefits from the social welfare 
department. Rose joined him later, when he was further in line, so that she 
would not have to wait that long. However, the main problem was that they 
received each month a different amount of money: nobody could explain to 
them why. For that reason, they found it very difficult to budget their money 
and, for example, to plan how much money they can spend on baby clothes. 
Nevertheless, they were grateful for the continuous support of volunteers and 
welfare organizations who provided them with equipment for the baby such 
as a stroller, bed and chair – but who also supported them through help with 
access to health care, arranging appointments with officials and translating 
documents.



Addressing the diversity of asylum-seekers’  needs and aspirations / MMG WP 17-0544

Solution just serves one group. Another matter concerning discrepancies 

between needs and services is raised when an institutional action is taken which 

only serves one group or social category of asylum-seekers and dismisses the 

needs of another group. Assuming that it caters to the need for privacy in a col-

lective accommodation center, for example, translucent window stickers have 

been installed that limit the transparency between the outside and the inside. 

For women who wear a hijab, this protection from the gaze of strangers on the 

outside and giving them the freedom to take off  their hijab, meeting thereby 

their need for privacy. However, others whose need for transparency and seeing 

the outside is greater than their need for privacy, felt robbed of the possibility 

to see the outside. “It is like a prison in here” one interviewee stated referring to 

the stickers, illustrating how the same decision was a mismatch to meeting her 

need to see the outside. 

Similarly the use of collective blinds (that cover big windows that span across 

several “private” compartments) led to a comparable situation in another 

accommodation center, where different rooms clashed over the opening and 

closing hours. While some inhabitants wake up and go to sleep early, others 

stay up at night and wake up late, and therefore needing light and ventilation 

at different times in the day. Therefore, when the times for opening and closing 

the blinds were fixed for the whole floor by the facility operator, this matched 

the needs of one group and dismissed the needs of another. 

Issues concerning perceived failures to meet needs and aspirations are usually 

tied to a failure to see, or the misrecognition of, the diversity of asylum-seekers. 

While a Dari-speaking interpreter might serve well for one asylum-seeker from 

Afghanistan, it might hinder another Afghani asylum-seeker who identifies as 

a Pashto-speaker although he might speak Dari fluently. Sometimes by dis-

missing linguistic and ethnic self-ascriptions, functional solutions will not actu-

ally match the needs of an asylum-seeker. Although there seems to be a match 

between needs and institutional accommodation services on a first glance, seri-

ous discrepancies can be identified on a more detailed level.

Paternalistic decision-making processes. Mismatches also often result from 

decision-making processes among institutional actors. Firstly, often such deci-

sion-making is paternalistic, being grounded in the role of social workers and 

administrative staff  given their additional knowledge, information, regulations 

and service guidelines that serve determine what is “best” (in the eyes of the 
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institution) for asylum-seekers. Secondly, we can identify practices that amount 

to a deprivation of asylum-seekers’ own capacities for decision-making. This 

happens when volunteers or social workers make decisions against an asylum-

seeker’s will or without their knowledge, arguing that the decision was taken 

for the asylum-seeker’s benefit. We witness this when asylum-seekers are sent to 

courses or leisure activities for which they are not interested. Due to their legal 

and linguistic situation, asylum-seekers often rely on social workers to secure 

their access to doctoral appointments or emergency medical care. This leads to 

situations in which asylum-seekers ask for emergency services and social work-

ers decide that it is inappropriate to call an emergency for the health problem 

raised. 

Often such decisions by institutional actors are taken in good faith for asylum-

seekers’ perceived welfare, responding to limitations or regulations of other 

institutional actors, or are sometimes based on personal interests or relation-

ships such as likeability or favorability. Nevertheless, this mode of decision-

making may sometime entail a need being overlooked or wrongly addressed 

– and in any case, such decisions further exacerbate the need for autonomy and 

normality.

Lack of knowledge on the side of decision-makers. Another factor promulgat-

ing mismatches between needs and services is the lack of geographical, political 

or other relevant knowledge among decision-makers. This is also connected 

to the misrecognition of the diversity of asylum-seekers. For example, while 

for asylum-seekers from the region, the distinction between Sudan and South 

Sudan makes a substantial difference to culture, politics and a variety of ori-

entations, such a distinction is sometimes unknown to officials. This can lead 

to circumstances where asylum-seekers have to share the same accommodation 

with people whom they actually fled from in their home country.

Limited resources (material and personnel). Limited resources that result in 

personnel or financial shortages also cause mismatches. Although institutions 

identify certain needs, like extensive counselling or procedural information, 

they can often not be fulfilled because of existing staff  shortages. This means 

that sometimes needs are correctly identified, but financial or human resources 

within institutions lead to discrepancies between those needs and their fulfil-

ment.
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Different institutional logics. In order to understand why institutional arrange-

ments do not always meet needs, it helps to look at the structure and logic of 

institutions and organizations. Each institution has its own structure including 

internal processes, but also networks and external constraints. These internal 

and external forces allow for certain actions, but restrict others. Hence, com-

plex processes within institutions result in the consequence that only some 

needs and aspirations of asylum-seekers are met, while others remain unful-

filled. Because asylum-seekers’ needs and aspirations are only one part of the 

institutional interests – but also because institutions are restricted by their own 

structures and logics – matches and mismatches occur. 

Conclusion 

Examining the case of Göttingen, the Max Planck Institute project examined the 

diversity of actors in the field of asylum accommodation. State (particularly munici-

pal) and non-state institutions offer a range of services, facilities and activities for 

asylum-seekers: these extend beyond meeting the basic needs of asylum-seekers, such 

as housing and sustenance. At the same time, asylum-seekers are a heterogeneous 

group of people. While they are usually categorized according to five main traits 

(namely nationality, gender, age, health and legal status), the research project revealed 

the diversity of (self-) ascribed categories, living situations and lifestyles. This diver-

sity significantly influences asylum-seekers’ broader sets of needs and aspirations. 

A breadth of institutional actors encompass asylum-seekers, while asylum-seekers 

themselves describe a range of needs and aspirations for their lives at present and in 

the future – needs and aspirations that themselves reflect variable and complex con-

figurations of social characteristics. Within such a variegated field of activity, per-

haps it is not surprising that the project team has observed, through an assortment 

of research techniques, both matches and mismatches between services and facilities 

offered by various institutions and asylum-seekers’ own identified needs and aspira-

tions. 

Discrepancies that arise between institutional accommodation and the task of 

addressing asylum-seekers’ needs and aspirations can be explained by different fac-

tors. These include: legal and local regulations, the nature of voluntary work or dona-

tions, subjective perceptions of situations, misrecognitions of the diversity of asy-
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lum-seekers, institutional decision-making processes, limited institutional resources 

and disparate institutional logics. All of these factors contribute to the fact that some 

asylum-seeker needs and aspirations are met and some aren’t – or, that some seem 

to be met at a first glance but are actually not. To be sure, all mismatches or discrep-

ancies should not necessarily be deemed mistakes, oversights or failures, however. 

Particularly given endemic financial, organizational or infrastructural constraints, a 

degree of discrepancy is indeed to be expected. There is, after all, only so much an 

institution can provide in terms of individualized services for a large population of 

people. Yet the question of just where such discrepancies are evident – and where 

they can be avoided or ameliorated – is one both for research to clarify and for insti-

tutions to address in terms of improving services.

A recommendation we offer following such an exercise of match/mismatch or dis-

parity identification, between institutional arrangements and asylum-seeker needs 

and aspirations, is what we call “mainstreaming discrepancy”. Similar to other “main-

streaming” strategies (such as “gender mainstreaming” or “equality mainstreaming” 

in public institutions; see Squires 2005, Rees 2006, Bacchi and Eveline 2010), the idea 

is for institutional actors to incorporate specific issues into all discussions surround-

ing planning, policies, strategies and practices, including monitoring and review. Here, 

the issues concern an awareness of: (a) the multiplicity of institutional arrangements 

for asylum-seekers in a given locality, (b) the complex diversity of asylum-seekers 

themselves (involving numerous, intersecting social traits reflecting a variety of needs 

and aspirations), and (c) the fact there are going to be mismatches or discrepancies 

in the ways institutions address these highly diverse individuals and their needs and 

aspirations. Given that such issues and awareness are built into policies, infrastruc-

tures and practices across an institution, the discrepancies can at least be better rec-

ognized, understood, prepared for and ideally responded to in a more comprehensive 

manner. Institutional actors and asylum-seekers can be made more aware that there 

will, realistically, be discrepancies in addressing needs and aspirations – and so, hope-

fully, with such an up-front cognizance, each will be in a better position to identify 

and address the gaps.

German cities such as Göttingen have undertaken and delivered remarkable meas-

ures to accommodate a large number of asylum-seekers in a very short time. Their 

achievements should be recognized. Much has been accomplished in meeting not 

only basic, but also many more specific needs of these newcomers who are in highly 

precarious positions. Many needs – and the more forward-looking aspirations – of 

asylum-seekers remain un- or inadequately met. Several of these shortcoming are 
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due wholly to institutional constraints; others are due to policies and practices that 

can, with certain monitoring and review, no doubt be improved. The Max Planck 

Institute project on ‘addressing the diversity of asylum-seekers’ needs and aspira-

tions’ has been carried out with a view toward social scientific understanding of 

institutional infrastructures and processes concerning the accommodation of asy-

lum-seekers at a critical period. As presented in this Report to its funding body, the 

Volkswagen Foundation, we also offer the project’s insights, data and recommenda-

tions as contributions toward possibly improving these infrastructures and processes.

As social scientists, we have insisted that there is an urgent need to understand 

much more clearly the complex nature of asylum-seeker diversities, as well as to exam-

ine the ways that local structures, processes and outcomes are able to engage – and 

ideally offer solutions to problems addressing – the range of needs and aspirations 

surrounding such diversities. Such knowledge is indispensably required at present, 

moreover, in order to assess, adjust and improve the capacity of city and voluntary 

agencies, experiences of migrants (for the long-term integration) and perceptions of 

local communities. We hope that an improved awareness of asylum-seeker diversity 

will also influence political discourse and policy, media representations and public 

understanding on local, state and national levels.
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ANNEX I – Research Methods

Under the supervision of Prof. Vertovec, the research team was comprised of three 

post-doctoral researchers with degrees in social anthropology, sociology and urban 

planning. Their training and research experience reflects the methods chosen for this 

project. Those include a variety of complementary ethnographic research methods, 

including: participant observation in selected asylum accommodations and local 

events, guided and semi-structured interviews, key informant and expert interviews, 

focus groups, policy and media analysis, techniques of visual anthropology (e.g. Pho-

tovoice), transect walks (mobile interviews with informants as they go through their 

everyday spaces), spatial analysis and mapping the lives of the asylum-seekers spa-

tially, their activities in and use of public space. The data gathered using these meth-

ods helped us understand how institutional arrangements meet the basic needs and 

aspirations of asylum-seekers and in what way these arrangements create a set of 

structural conditions that influence asylum-seekers’ life trajectories. 

After consultation with the various authorities (municipality, city council, depart-

ment for social affairs, asylum accommodation’s facility operators “Betreiber” and 

social workers and receiving their approval), the project team selected successively 

ten asylum accommodations in Göttingen (see Figure 6). While the primary sample 

included the major centralized housing centers in Göttingen, the project followed the 

idea of theoretical sampling for its further choices. Therefore, the project included in 

a second step contrasting decentralized accommodation that was missing in the pri-

mary sample. Each accommodation has its distinctiveness regarding location within 

the city, size, composition of asylum-seekers, services and amenities offered by vari-

ous institutions, facility operators and management strategies and practices (also 

with regard to social workers, security, internet access etc.). A comparison across 

different sites helps to better discern structural and contextual differences. 
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Figure 6: Asylum-Seeker accommodations in Gottingen  
(source: Stadt Göttingen).  

Pilot Project fieldwork locations are circled.
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Through initial contacts with asylum-seekers in various accommodations, the 

team was able to employ two asylum-seekers as language mediators for the project. 

They came to be an important part of the project: being involved in selecting inter-

view partners, establishing new field contacts and providing ideas for further research. 

In this way, we also incorporated elements of participatory research in the design and 

implementation of the project. The translators were also involved in translating the 

project flyer, which explains the reasons for conducting this research, the rights of 

participants, informed consent, and insurance of anonymity and data protection. 

The flyer was available in seven languages, namely, German, English, French, Farsi, 

Urdu, Pashto and Arabic (examples are provided in the Annex below). 

Informal conversations, interviews and focus group discussions

The research combined various styles of interviewing. Doing so allowed the team 

to retain some scope for adaptation to the particular context, while preserving the 

ability to make rigorous comparisons  (Bogner et al. 2009). Initial contacts to asy-

lum-seekers were established either in the accommodations, sometimes with the help 

of social workers, or through our interpreters. Using these first contacts enabled 

us to establish relationships with other asylum-seekers and speak to them (“snow-

ball sampling”). Our qualitative data collection strategy was strongly ethnographic. 

To understand the day-to-day routine in asylum accommodations, all three post-

doctoral researchers spent significant time conducting participant observation. We 

also relied on a “hanging-out” strategy (Geertz 1998) involving long periods of time 

spending with asylum-seekers, e.g. going out together, cooking and eating together, 

listening to their stories, playing with their children or celebrating events. Another 

major part of our field research was used for voluntary work. Each researcher took 

over different tasks such as translating, accompanying asylum-seekers to authorities 

and doctor appointments, providing support to find access to the housing/job mar-

kets, to access legal and educational services, or teaching German. These research 

techniques helped us to build trust, establish relationships and better understand the 

everyday life of asylum-seekers in the accommodation centers. 

Through casual conversations held during these relaxed periods of “hanging out”, 

contacts were established with some 50 asylum-seekers with various backgrounds, 

about twelve of which developed into strong personal relationships. There were regu-

lar meetings with them over a period of six months and many interactions continued 

despite the “official” end of the fieldwork. Spending time with them enabled us to 
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examine the diversity of their needs and aspirations. It also showed the matches and 

mismatches between various needs and services offered.  

We also conducted guided interviews with asylum-seekers and members of institu-

tions. This allowed for better comparison across sites and researchers and ensured 

that we have a firm understanding of contextual similarities and differences. These 

individual interview techniques were supplemented by longitudinal focus group dis-

cussions. Regular discussions on different topics were held over a period of three 

months with eight asylum-seekers. The pilot project has shown that the practice of 

developing longitudinal focus groups has been an extremely fruitful approach to 

deeply discuss their needs and listen to their ideas on how German institutions could 

respond to their situation. The technique rests on building mutual trust, openness 

and accountability between researchers and participants, which opens up space for 

the articulation of both needs and aspirations. At the same time, the discussions offer 

a long-term perspective that is very difficult to capture in panel surveys due to drop-

ping out of respondents over time.

Expert interviews with professionals working in the field gave insights into pro-

cesses of how new regulations and laws are created on a national or state level and 

how they are implemented in everyday practices on the local level. This helped to 

understand how and by whom institutional arrangements and accommodation are 

set up as well as to reveal different management strategies of facility operators. The 

research team carried out expert interviews among city authorities, facility operators, 

social workers, and members of migrant organizations and volunteer associations. 

By applying these various ethnographic methods including participant observa-

tion in asylum accommodations, meetings and public events, we were able to explore 

dynamics and interactions between actors involved, and to understand better the 

possible tensions and conflicts between professionals, volunteers and asylum-seekers. 

This research approach made it possible to analyze matches and mismatches between 

needs and aspirations on the one hand, and services and measures on the other hand. 

Participatory visual and spatial methods

Participatory methods like “Photovoice” allowed the research participants to take 

an active role within the research process (Unger 2014). Although the framework of 

the project was predetermined, there was a strong attempt to give space to the active 

involvement of the research participants. At the beginning of the focus group discus-

sions, asylum-seekers were asked for topics they would like to discuss and which ones 

seemed most relevant to them in the frame of our research project. In each session, 
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we followed up the topics gathered in the first meeting. Additionally to the verbal 

expression of their interest, we used Photovoice to give voice to the interests and 

relevance of the research participants. For Photovoice, participants took pictures of 

their everyday life. Within the focus group meetings we discussed three pictures of 

each participant which covered their most urgent topics. In a last step we printed out 

all the gathered photos and clustered them into themes. With this procedure the asy-

lum-seekers could also partly participate in the interpretation/analysis of the gath-

ered data. These participatory methods not only helped to understand informants” 

every-day life experiences but also gave insights into the institutional arrangements 

that they encounter, and the ways they experience them. This enabled researchers to 

remain in close contact with asylum-seekers over time, partially participate in their 

daily life and activities and examine the diverse range of aspects commonly under-

stood as integration measures including language courses, labor market access and 

participation, housing, education and training, social contacts and networks.

The spatial and physical/architectural aspects of the asylum accommodations 

played an important role in the institutional arrangements that set different asylum-

seekers on different trajectories. Therefore, spatial methods such as transect walks 

and participatory mapping were used to analyze locations of asylum accommoda-

tions with regard to the city center, surrounding services and public spaces and their 

role in facilitating the activities of asylum-seekers in public and their interaction with 

their host environment. In addition, and by comparing the infrastructures and insti-

tutional arrangements of different accommodations, we were able to define the role 

that these spatial and physical aspects play in facilitating or limiting the daily work 

of facility operators and the services they provide. 

Ethical considerations

Studying asylum-seekers’ needs and aspirations is a highly sensitive topic that calls 

for a considerable sensitivity for questions of research ethics (Mackenzie et al. 2007; 

Voutira, Dona 2007; Krause 2016).14 Building up a confidential and trusting rela-

tionship between researcher and participants is a crucial undertaking in a research 

setting like this (given the facts of different actors with different interests, work-

ing with people possibly traumatized through experiences of violence, mistrust in 

institutions and their representatives, and a highly politicized public sphere). The 

14 Research ethics is only an emerging field in German social sciences (von Unger 2014 et al., 
von Unger et. al 2016). In all points in the research, therefore, we have been oriented by 
the ethical guidelines for research set out by the American Anthropological Association. 



Addressing the diversity of asylum-seekers’  needs and aspirations / MMG WP 17-0554

research team could draw on their extensive experiences from previous research with 

asylum-seekers and migrants. Building-up trust and rapport was time-consuming; 

working with translators – many of whom have been or still are asylum-seekers them-

selves – has been a complex task; clarifying the contradicting roles as researchers/

volunteers/experts/policy-advisors/(non-)German citizens – which included dealing 

with emotional involvement of the researchers – was personally challenging. One of 

the big challenges the team experienced while doing fieldwork was the (non-)fulfil-

ment of expectation. Not only did asylum-seekers’ have different expectations from 

the researchers but also political and institutional actors had clear visions how the 

research should benefit them. Although the team repeatedly informed participants 

about the research goals, expectations and their fulfilment always had to be rene-

gotiated in different situations. In addition, the often-dramatic personal situation 

of individual asylum-seekers made it in some cases difficult not to get emotionally 

involved. Doing fieldwork “at home” further complicated the situation as researchers 

met participants in their free time and a clear distinction between work and private 

life was difficult. These experiences in the field led to a necessity to extend self-reflec-

tion within the team. Therefore, the project decided to draw on external expertise by 

setting up regular group and individual meetings with a psychotherapist. These ethi-

cal considerations raise some more general questions concerning methodology and 

ethics in social sciences, for which we are still discussing possible answers: 

•	 How do we deal with the positionality of the researcher between research and 

personal involvement? 

•	 How do we manage expectations of participants? 

•	 How can informed consent happen if  the concept of research is unknown to 

research participants?

•	 Where does the data collection end and personal exchange start, i.e. which data is 

ethically usable? 

•	 How to deal with a linguistically diverse field, how can we work with interpreters 

and translators? What is their role in the process and how do we deal with it when 

we analyze the data?

•	 What is the best way to exit the field without disappointing participants?

In the project it became clear that working in the field of asylum – and more specifi-

cally with asylum-seekers – brings more general ethical and methodological dilemmas 

and challenges to the forefront in a very condense way. This means that the reflec-
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tion of research decisions taken within the project also has implication for research 

in more general and can help to advance methodological and ethical consideration 

in social sciences. The question of translation and interpreting is one relevant to a 

broad scope of research questions in social sciences, which has been under-debated 

in the field so far. While psychological counselling is a standard procedure in other 

disciplines like social work or psychology there is no tradition for this in social sci-

ences. This project not only raised the question if  or why it is necessary for the spe-

cific context of this project but also opened up discussions if  psychological counsel-

ling should not be an integral part of any research which involved personal research 

relations. 

Dissemination

To conclude the pilot project, the Max Planck Institute for the Study of Religious 

and Ethnic Diversity hosted an event on the 30th November 2016 at the. In this 

event, preliminary findings were presented and subsequently discussed in working 

groups with research participants. Those included city officials, administrative staff, 

professionals and volunteers working with asylum-seekers, facility operators, and 

asylum-seekers.

Findings from this pilot project have been presented at a variety of academic con-

ferences, workshops and seminars throughout 2016. These include: 

•	 38th Kongress der Deutschen Gesellschaft für Soziologie, Bamberg 

•	 Conference on “Political Theory on Refugees”, University of Augsburg

•	 Netzwerk Flüchtlingsforschung: Erste Tagung des Netzwerks 

•	 European Association of Anthropologists (EASA) Conference 2016

•	 Summer School on “The Refugee and Migration Crisis in the Euro-Mediterrane-

an Space: Context, Policies and Human Consequences,” American University in 

Cairo

The team has also held exchange meetings for sharing our results in Nürnberg with 

the Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge, in Hannover with the Landes-
beauftragte für Migration und Teilhabe in Niedersachsen, and in Berlin with the IQ 

Network of the Bundesministerium des Innern. We are also discussing our research 

with colleagues in the Max Planck Society, Leibniz and Helmholtz Associations, 

Sachverständigenrat deutscher Stiftungen für Integration und Migration, and the 

Netzwerk Flüchtlingsforschung.
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In 2017, project findings will be presented at: 

•	 14th International Migration, Integration and Social Cohesion in Europe (IMIS-

COE) Annual Conference, Rotterdam

•	 Conference on “Refugees, New Speakers, and Global Law”, Tilburg University

•	 15th International Metropolis Conference 2017, The Hague

Together and individually, the team is currently writing a number of articles for pub-

lication in peer-reviewed social scientific journals.
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ANNEX II – Examples of Project Description brochures for Participants

Example 1: German
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Example 2: English
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Example 3: Arabic
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Example 4: Pashto



Addressing the diversity of asylum-seekers’ needs and aspirations / MMG WP 17-05  61

Publication bibliography

Alba, Richard; Foner, Nancy (2014): Comparing Immigrant Integration in North America 
and Western Europe. How Much Do the Grand Narratives Tell Us? In Int Migr Rev 48, 
S263-S291. DOI: 10.1111/imre.12134.

American Anthropological Association: Statement on Ethics Principles of Professional 
Responsibility. Available online at http://www.aaanet.org/profdev/ethics/upload/State-
ment-on-Ethics-Principles-of-Professional-Responsibility.pdf.

Aumüller, Jutta; Daphi, Priska; Biesenkamp, Celine (2015): Die Aufnahme von Flüchtlingen 
in den Bundesländern und Kommunen - Behördliche Praxis und zivilgesellschaftliches 
Engagement. Teilhabe - Vernetzung - Engagement - Integration; Expertise. Stuttgart: 
Robert-Bosch-Stiftung.

Bacchi, C. L., & Eveline, J. (2010). Mainstreaming politics: Gendering practices and feminist 
theory. University of Adelaide Press.

BAMF [Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge] (2016): Die Verteilung von Asylbew-
erden. Available online at http:/www.bamf.de/EN/Migration/AsylFluechtlinge/Asylver-
fahren/ Verteilung/verteilung-node.html.

BAMF [Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge] 2017. Aktuelle Zahlen zu Asyl. Nürn-
berg: Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge.

Bauböck, Rainer (2006): Migration and citizenship. Legal status, rights and political par-
ticipation /  Rainer Bauböck (ed.). Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press (IMISCOE 
reports). Available online at http://www.loc.gov/catdir/enhancements/fy0726/2007427702-
b.html.

Bendel, Petra (Ed.) (2016): Was Fluechtlinge brauchen - ein Win-Win-Projekt. Ergebnisse 
aus einer Befragung in Erlangen. Erlangen: FAU University Press (Erlanger Migrations- 
und Integrationsstudien, 1).

Benhabib, Seyla (2015): Kulturelle Vielfalt und demokratische Gleichheit. Politische Par-
tizipation im Zeitalter der Globalisierung. With assistance of Ursula Gräfe. 1. Aufl. 
Frankfurt am Main: Fischer E-Books.

Bogner, Alexander; Littig, Beate; Menz, Wolfgang (Eds.) (2009): Experteninterviews. Theo-
rie, Methoden, Anwendungsfelder. Wiesbaden: Verl. für Sozialwiss.

Bommes, Michael (2007): Integration- gesellschaftliches Risiko und politisches Symbol. 
Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung (Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte, 22/23).

Bundesministerium des Justiz und für Verbraucherschutz (10/20/2015): Asylverfahrensbe-
schleunigungsgesetz. Source: Bundesgesetzblatt. Available online at https://www.bgbl.
de/xaver/bgbl/start.xav?startbk=Bundesanzeiger_BGBl&jumpTo=bgbl115s1722.pdf#__
bgbl__%2F%2F*%5B%40attr_id%3D%27bgbl115s1722.pdf%27%5D__1488382126206.

Bundesministerium des Justiz und für Verbraucherschutz (4/11/2016): Asylgesetz. Available 
online at https://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/asylvfg_1992/.

Castles, S., Korac, M., Vasta, E., & Vertovec, S. (2002). Integration: Mapping the field. Lon-
don: Home Office da Lomba, Sylvie (2010): Legal Status and Refugee Integration. A UK 
Perspective. In Journal of Refugee Studies 23 (4), pp. 415–436. DOI: 10.1093/jrs/feq039.

Dilger, Hansjörg; Dohrn, Kristina (2016): Living in refugee camps in Berlin. Women’s per-
spectives and experiences. Berlin: Weissensee Verlag (Berliner Beiträge zur Ethnologie, 
Band 40).



Addressing the diversity of asylum-seekers’  needs and aspirations / MMG WP 17-0562

Doomernik, Jeroen and Birgit Glorius (2017): Refugee migrtion and local demarcations: 
New insight into European localities. In Journal of Refugee Studies 29(4), pp.429-39.

Esser, Hartmut (2006): Migration, Sprache und Integration. Arbeitsstelle Interkulturelle 
Konflikte (AKI); Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin für Sozialforschung (WZB). Berlin.

Geertz, Clifford (1998): Deep hanging out. In The New York review of books 45 (16), pp. 69–72.
Göttinger Statistisches Informationssystem: Redaktion: Stadt Göttingen- Referat Statistik 

und Wahlen. Available online at http://www.goesis.goettingen.de/index.php.
Hess, Sabine; Binder, Jana; Moser, Johannes (2009): No integration?! Kulturwissenschaftli-

che Beiträge zur Integrationsdebatte in Europa. Bielefeld: Transcript (Kultur und soziale 
Praxis).

Hyndman, Jennifer (2000): Managing displacement. Refugees and the politics of humani-
tarianism. Minneapolis, London: University of Minnesota Press (Borderlines, v. 16).

Inhetveen, Katharina (2010): Die politische Ordnung des Flüchtlingslagers. Akteure, Macht, 
Organisation : eine Ethnographie im Südlichen Afrika. Bielefeld: Transcript (Global 
studies (Bielefeld, Germany)).

Johler, Reinhard; Thiel, Ansgar; Schmid, Josef; Treptow, Rainer (Eds.) (2015): Europa und 
seine fremden. Die Gestaltung kultureller Vielfalt als Herausforderung (unter Mitarbeit 
von Klaus Seiberth). Bielefeld: Transcript-Verlag (Kultur und soziale Praxis).

Krause, Ulrike (2016): Ethische Überlegungen zur Feldorschung. Impluse für die Untersu-
chung Konfliktbedingter Flucht. Edited by Dominik Pfeiffer, Timothy Williams. Marburg 
(CCS Working Papers, 20). Available online at www.uni-marburg.de/konfliktforschung.

Lamont, Michèle; Molnár, Virág (2002): The Study of Boundaries in the Social Sciences. In 
Annu. Rev. Sociol. 28 (1), pp. 167–195. DOI: 10.1146/annurev.soc.28.110601.141107.

Loch, Dietmar (2014): Integration as a sociological concept and national model for immigrants. 
Scope and limits. In Identities 21 (6), pp. 623–632. DOI: 10.1080/1070289X.2014.908776.

Mackenzie, C.; McDowell, C.; Pittaway, E. (2007): Beyond ‘Do No Harm’. The Challenge of 
Constructing Ethical Relationships in Refugee Research. In Journal of Refugee Studies 20 
(2), pp. 299–319. DOI: 10.1093/jrs/fem008.

Massey, Douglas S. (2007): Categorically unequal. The American stratification system. New 
York: Russell Sage Foundation (A Russell Sage Foundation centennial volume).

Massey, Douglas S.; Bartley, Katherine (2005): The Changing Legal Status Distribution 
of Immigrants. A Caution. In International Migration Review 39 (2), pp. 469–484. DOI: 
10.1111/j.1747-7379.2005.tb00274.x.

Mecheril, Paul (2011): Wirklichkeit schaffen. Integration als Dispositiv. Bundeszentrale für 
politische Bildung (Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte, 43).

Pieper, Tobias (2013): Die Gegenwart der Lager. Zur Mikrophysik der Herrschaft in der 
deutschen Flüchtlingspolitik. Münster: Westfälisches Dampfboot.

Portes, Alejandro; Vickstrom, Erik (2011): Diversity, Social Capital, and Cohesion. In Annu. 
Rev. Sociol. 37 (1), pp. 461–479. DOI: 10.1146/annurev-soc-081309-150022.

Putnam, Robert D. (2007): E Pluribus Unum. Diversity and Community in the Twenty-first 
Century The 2006 Johan Skytte Prize Lecture. In Scand Pol Studs 30 (2), pp. 137–174. 
DOI: 10.1111/j.1467-9477.2007.00176.x.

Rees, Teresa (2006): Mainstreaming equality in the European Union. London: Routledge.
Salzbrunn, Monika (2014): Vielfalt/Diversität. 1. Aufl. Bielefeld: Transcript (Einsichten).
Schönwälder, Karen (2013): Integration - no integration? worüber das Streiten (nicht) lohn. 

In Migration und Soziale Arbeit 35 (3), pp. 217–221.



Addressing the diversity of asylum-seekers’ needs and aspirations / MMG WP 17-05  63

Sebastian, Muy (2016): Hilfe zwischen Abschreckung und Profit. Interessenkonflikte Sozi-
aler Arbeit in Flüchtlingssammelunterkünften gewerblicher Träger in Berlin. In : Ökon-
omie der Flucht und der Migration, vol. 46. Münster: Verl. Westfälisches Dampfboot 
(Prokla, 183), pp. 229–244.

Squires, Judith (2005): Is mainstreaming transformative? Theorizing mainstreaming in the 
context of diversity and deliberation. Social Politics 12(3), pp. 366-388.

Stadt Göttingen (2016): Statik Flüchtlinge. Available online at https://goettingen.de/static-
site/staticsite.php?menuid=1857&topmenu=308.

Szczepanikova, Alice (2013): Between Control and Assistance. The Problem of European 
Accommodation Centres for Asylum Seekers. In Int Migr 51 (4), pp.  130–143. DOI: 
10.1111/imig.12031.

Tilly, Charles (1998): Durable inequality. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Unger, Hella von (2014): Forschungsethik in der qualitativen Forschung. Grundsätze, 

De batten und offene Fragen. In Hella von Unger, Petra Narimani, Rosaline M´Bayo 
(Eds.): Forschungsethik in der qualitativen Forschung. Reflexivität, Perspektiven, Posi-
tionen. Wiesbaden: Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden, pp. 15–39.

Unger, Hella von (2014): Partizipative Forschung. Einführung in die Forschungspraxis. 
Wiesbaden: Imprint: Springer VS (SpringerLink : Bücher).

Vertovec, Steven (2011): The Cultural Politics of Nation and Migration. In Annu. Rev. 
Anthropol. 40 (1), pp. 241–256. DOI: 10.1146/annurev-anthro-081309-145837.

Vertovec, Steven (2012): “Diversity” and the Social Imaginary. In Arch. eur. sociol. 53 (03), 
pp. 287–312. DOI: 10.1017/S000397561200015X.

Vertovec, Steven (2015a): Introduction. Formulating Diversity Studies. In Steven Vertovec 
(Ed.): Routledge international handbook of diversity studies. London, New York: Rout-
ledge (Routledge international handbooks), pp. 1–20.

Vertovec, Steven (Ed.) (2015b): Routledge international handbook of diversity studies. Lon-
don, New York: Routledge (Routledge international handbooks).

Voutira, E.; Dona, G. (2007): Refugee Research Methodologies. Consolidation and Trans-
formation of a Field. In Journal of Refugee Studies 20 (2), pp. 163–171. DOI: 10.1093/jrs/
fem017.

Wieviorka, Michel (2014): A critique of integration. In Identities 21 (6), pp. 633–641. DOI: 
10.1080/1070289X.2013.828615.




