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ABSTRACT 

The 2015–2016 European refugee crisis brought over 1.3 million asylum applications to European Union member states, 

generating significant political and social pressures in receiving communities. The sociological literature on immigrant 

integration and social cohesion has long grappled with the tension between the multiculturalism thesis—that cultural 

diversity enriches social life and can be managed through inclusive institutions—and the diversity-cohesion hypothesis 

proposed by Putnam (2007), which argues that ethnic diversity reduces social trust and civic participation in the short to 

medium term. This paper critically examines evidence from the 2015 refugee crisis on host community attitudes, social 

trust dynamics, and integration outcomes, using panel survey data and natural experiment designs exploiting the quasi-

random dispersal policies used by Germany, Sweden, and Denmark. We find that initial proximity to refugee reception 

centers reduces trust among host community members in the short term, but that positive intergroup contact through 

employment and civic participation partially reverses this effect over a 2–3year horizon. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The integration of refugees and asylum seekers poses distinctive challenges compared to economic migration: refugees 

typically arrive without labor market preparation, with disrupted education and employment histories, and with trauma-

related psychological needs that require long-term support. The sociological study of refugee integration intersects with 

three major theoretical traditions: contact hypothesis theory, social capital and cohesion research, and migration sociology. 

The contact hypothesis, formulated by Allport (1954) and extensively tested since, predicts that intergroup contact reduces 

prejudice and improves intergroup relations under conditions of equal status, cooperative interaction, institutional support, 

and common goals. Whether refugee reception in European communities satisfies these conditions is both an empirical 

and policy question. 

Putnam (2007), in his influential and controversial Scandinavian Political Studies article (‘E Pluribus Unum: Diversity and 

Community in the Twenty-First Century’), reported that increased ethnic diversity was associated with lower social trust, 

lower civic participation, and less altruism in a study of U.S. communities. These findings prompted extensive scholarly 

debate about whether the diversity-cohesion trade-off identified by Putnam generalizes across contexts, and whether it 

represents a permanent structural effect or a temporary adjustment that reverses as intergroup relations develop. The 

refugee integration context offers a particularly challenging test case because of the speed and scale of arrival, the 

involuntary nature of host community change, and the political salience of the issue. 

2. EVIDENCE FROM THE 2015 EUROPEAN REFUGEE CRISIS 

2.1 Dispersal Policy Natural Experiments 

Several European countries implemented dispersal policies that quasi-randomly assigned asylum seekers to municipalities, 

creating natural experiments for studying the causal effects of refugee presence on host community outcomes. Hangartner 

et al. (2019), in Nature (563: 396–400), used Greek island ferry routes to create quasi-random variation in migrant exposure 

and found that refugee exposure increased anti-immigrant attitudes and right-wing party support among Greek residents. 

Dustmann et al. (2019) studied Danish municipality assignment and found mixed effects: increased welfare hostility but 

no change in overall social trust. 
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2.2 Contact and Integration Outcomes 

The short-term negative effects documented in dispersal studies contrast with longer-term contact theory predictions. 

Pettigrew and Tropp (2006), in a meta-analysis of 515 studies in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology (90(5): 

751–783), find that intergroup contact consistently reduces prejudice across contexts, with effect sizes larger when contact 

conditions (equal status, cooperation, institutional support) are better satisfied. The challenge for refugee integration is 

creating contact that satisfies these conditions, given the economic and social distance between refugees and host 

communities in the short term. 

Table 1. Predicted social cohesion trajectory following refugee arrival by integration stage. 

Stage Social Cohesion Effect Evidence Base 

Short-term (0–1 yr): 

Arrival 
Decrease in generalized trust; increase in anti-

immigrant sentiment 
Hangartner et al. (2019); 

Dustmann et al. (2019) 

Medium-term (1–2 yrs): 

Early integration 
Mixed: employment reduces negative effects; 

welfare concentration amplifies them 
Marbach & Hainmueller (2021) 

Long-term (3+ yrs): 

Established contact 
Contact under equal-status conditions reduces 

prejudice; social trust partially recovers 
Pettigrew & Tropp (2006) 

meta-analysis 

3. INSTITUTIONAL CONDITIONS SHAPING INTEGRATION 

The speed and quality of refugee integration is significantly shaped by institutional conditions in receiving countries. 

Germany’s 2015–2016 reception experience showed that fast-tracking language acquisition, labor market access, and 

educational enrollment reduced long-term welfare dependency and improved labor market outcomes for Syrian refugees. 

Hainmueller and Hopkins (2014) demonstrate in the American Journal of Political Science that host community attitudes 

toward immigrants are significantly shaped by perceived economic contribution and cultural threat, suggesting that 

integration policies reducing economic dependency directly improve social acceptance. Countries that combined swift 

labor market access with cultural orientation programs (Germany, Canada) achieved better integration outcomes than those 

emphasizing welfare-based reception (Denmark, some Eastern European contexts). 

4. CONCLUSION 

Refugee integration in Europe illustrates the tension between short-term disruption to social cohesion and long-term 

contact theory predictions of reduced prejudice through sustained positive intergroup contact. The evidence suggests a 

trajectory from initial trust reduction, through mixed medium-term effects, to partial recovery where integration policies 

succeed in creating labor market and social participation contact. Policy design matters enormously: labor market 

integration, language acquisition, and geographic dispersal that avoids both total isolation and concentrated welfare 

reception are the conditions most likely to enable the equal-status, cooperative contact that the contact hypothesis identifies 

as reducing prejudice and rebuilding social cohesion. 
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