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Abstract
The increasingly global  nature of migration brings into contact individuals from 
very  different  backgrounds.  These  differences  in  social,  cultural,  religious,  and 
linguistic background are regarded as a challenge to receiving societies, not least 
with regard to social cohesion. Yet, immigration policies are increasingly guided by 
the notion that migration can be managed in a way beneficial to all actors involved.  
With a focus on social cohesion, the outcomes of management policies are of central 
interest, and the article critically discusses intended and unintended consequences 
of interventions. The complexity of the issue becomes apparent, caused in part by 
the multiple actors and multiple stakeholders who are involved. The international 
dimension of migration means that stakeholders may be outside the policy reach of 
individual countries, adding a further level of complexity. It is argued that there are 
aspects of social cohesion that are beyond the reach of social policy and migration 
management. The nature of migration and social cohesion means that not all areas 
of migration are sufficiently manageable to enable so-called triple-win situations. At 
the  same  time,  it  is  argued  that  certain  policy  interventions  can  assist  the 
integration  of  immigrants  in  receiving countries,  with  positive  effects  on  social 
cohesion.
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Introduction
It has become almost a cliché to begin articles on immigration with reference to 
advancing globalization and increasing numbers of immigrants. It is not the purpose 
of this article to reiterate this well-known argument and present the numbers yet 
another  time.  Instead,  this  article  focuses  on  the  consequences  of  policy 
interventions,  for  which raw numbers  of  increasing migration flows or growing 
diversity in receiving societies are perhaps not as relevant as the perception thereof. 
Since the two are probably related to some extent  (Lahav 2004; Herda 2010), the 
argument developed in this article refers to trends of increasing migration flows. 
The starting  point  of  the  argument  developed,  however,  is  the  global  nature  of 
migration,  rather  than  raw numbers  of  immigrants.  With  that,  the  increasingly 
diverse character of immigration in most places of the world is highlighted  (e.g. 
Wihtol de Wenden 2011). Immigrants come from increasingly diverse backgrounds: 
country of origin, language spoken, religion, class, and perhaps even with different 
motivation to migrate.

There is no doubt that technological advances in transportation and communication 
have  facilitated  this  trend  (Goldin,  Cameron,  and  Balarajan  2011),  but  what  is 
relevant here is that the increased levels of diversity are often regarded as linked to 
social cohesion in some way. Briefly, this article begins with a basic – one could say 
simplistic – argument: First, the global nature of migration leads to increased levels 
of diversity. Second, increased levels of diversity are perceived as a challenge to 
social cohesion.

This  basic  argument  is  simplistic  for  a  number  of  reasons.  First,  it  makes  no 
distinction between different countries – very frequently referred to as sending and 
receiving countries (or any variation of equivalent vocabulary in use). It is clear that 
immigration does not affect all countries in the same way: in-flows and out-flows of 
migration  differ  significantly  between  countries.  Second,  there  is  diversity  in 
migration.  It  is  not  enough  to  say  that  immigration  has  become  more  diverse, 
because there are different kinds of immigration affecting different countries. Third, 
the capacity of countries to absorb immigrants differs. The extent to which welfare 
states are developed is just one example of this difference in capacity. Similarly,  
programmes to manage and integrate immigrants differ from country to country.

Yet, this basic and simplistic argument is realistic for receiving countries in the so-
called western  world,  because it  reflects  how immigration issues  are  commonly 
framed in the media and by vocal politicians  (Transatlantic Council on Migration 
2009; Ellinas 2010). Based on this common representation of the issue in the media, 
this  article  argues  that  the  image  presented  here  is  indeed  largely  the  image 
common in the population. In this  image, differences between different kinds of 
immigrants are blurred, changes in immigration flows feel unprecedented, and the 
culture  and traditions  of  the  mainstream society appears  to  be  under  imminent 
threat.  Indeed, survey evidence tends to support  the argument that  this  view is 
commonplace  (Coenders  and  Scheepers  1998;  Ivarsflaten  2005;  Kilpi  2008).  Of 
course,  there  are  also  other  views  of  immigration,  but  this  article  assumes  the 
presented picture to be the predominant one. For this reason, the remainder of the 
article continues with the simple argument outlined above as the starting point. The 
implicit focus is therefore on receiving countries in the so-called west.
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The diversity  brought  about  by immigration can be perceived as  a  challenge to 
social cohesion. Before examining how diversity can be seen as a threat to social 
cohesion, however, the concept of social cohesion needs to be looked at in more 
detail. Social cohesion is one of these sociological concepts that are most commonly 
talked  about  when  absent  (Vertovec  1999;  Ruedin  and  D’Amato  2011).  The 
implication  is  that  normally  societies  are  socially  cohesive,  but  that  there  are 
external threats that challenge this status. The cohesive state of a society is thus 
stable, and where it is not achieved, it is assumed that all societies aspire to socially 
cohesive stability. Indeed, a society is stable because of its cohesion.

It  can be  argued that  social  cohesion is  necessary  for  many forms of  collective 
action to take place. Such action is made possible because of the shared values that 
are  found  in  society.  Tönnies  (1974) makes  a  distinction  between  community 
(Gemeinschaft)  and  association  (Gesellschaft)  as  two types  of  society,  and  social 
cohesion is possible in both. In a community, there is a feeling of togetherness, close 
ties  between  members  of  the  community  and  thus  regular  and  intensive  social 
interaction, a shared experience of time and space, and a shared identity that is the 
result  of  the  other factors.  In this  case,  social  cohesion works through informal 
institutions  and  strong  consensus  in  the  community.  Contrary  to  romanticizing 
accounts,  it  is  important  to  note  that  social  cohesion  is  also  possible  in  an 
association. An association is characterized by superficial and fleeting interactions, 
individualization, a complex division of labour with co-dependence, and a relative 
lack of norms. This is a description of modern states as they are found in Europe 
and other advanced industrial societies. In this case, the state and formal institutions 
play an important role in organizing society and establishing social cohesion. There 
is a collective support of laws and support for markets: collective values that enable 
social cohesion  (Durkheim 1964). Social cohesion in this case is institutionalized.

In modern societies,  diversity can be regarded as a challenge to social  cohesion, 
where different groups in society do not adhere to the same values, or interpret 
social rules and laws differently. Of concern are not only real differences, but also 
perceived differences that may be based on stereotypes. In other words, where the 
stereotype of immigrants is such that they do not fully adhere to the social rules of  
the mainstream society, the very presence of immigrants can be seen as a challenge 
to social cohesion.

If narratives of social cohesion and it being threatened by diversity draw on images 
of communities, the perceived threat can be more pronounced. In Durkheim’s terms, 
this refers to images of mechanical solidarity (Durkheim 1964). Put differently, if the 
predominant narrative regards social cohesion as something only found in small-
scale communities, immigration-based diversity as such can be seen as a threat. In 
order  to  understand  this  step,  it  is  important  to  bear  in  mind  that  mechanical 
solidarity  is  based on shared feeling of  togetherness  (shared identity),  close  ties 
between individuals, regular and intensive social interaction, and shared experience. 
As  recent  newcomers  to  society,  immigrants  may  lack  any  of  these.  Based  on 
perception alone, immigrants can then be blamed for feelings of social breakdown 
and loss of belonging  (Eatwell 2003). Despite such perceptions, it is important to 
bear in mind that social cohesion is equally possible in modern societies described 
by Tönnies as associations, as it is possible in small-scale communities sometimes 
romanticized  in  accounts  that  see  immigration-based  diversity  as  inherently 
problematic in terms of social cohesion.
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Reactions to Diversity
The  (perceived)  challenge  to  social  cohesion  brings  about  reactions  of  different 
kinds.  This  section  considers  in  turn  reactions  in  society,  in  politics,  in  the 
administrative  parts  of  government,  as  well  as  in  terms  of  social  cohesion  and 
integration programmes.

It  is  clear  that  in  many  western  societies,  immigration  is  high  on  the  political 
agenda:  Citizens  consider  immigration  an  important  issue.  As  such,  the  high 
salience of the topic does not imply any particular reaction in society, but there are 
reports  and  allegations  of  increased  xenophobia  or  even  violence  against 
immigrants as a result of the perceived challenges to social cohesion (Cholewinski 
and Taran 2010; Eatwell 2003). Some narratives in the media and politics associate 
immigration  as  such  with  a  sense  of  crisis  and  an  inherent  threat  to  stability 
(Hollifield 2008). Certain individuals and political actors of the mainstream society 
blame immigrants  for  a  range of  problems,  including unemployment and crime. 
Such actions and narratives against immigrants can be regarded as scapegoating: 
finding  somebody  to  blame  for  the  problems  identified.  These  reactions  can be 
observed particularly in times of economic restructuring and economic crisis (Norris 
2005; D’Amato 2009).

Perhaps less radical but certainly linked is the increasing importance of nationality 
in  public  discourse  (Schmitter  Heisler  2008;  Hellström and  Hervik  2010;  Ellinas 
2010; but see Norris and Inglehart 2009). The reaction is one away from diversity, 
toward a single (allegedly true)  understanding of  nationality.  Highlighted are  in 
particular  the  culture  linked  to  a  nationality,  and  ideas  like  what  it  means  for 
instance  to really  be  German.  Concepts  like  Leitkultur (guiding  culture)  are 
increasingly common currency. Some talk of  neo-nationalism to describe the re-
emerge of nationalism and the increasing importance of nationality in its widest 
sense. It is often suggested that the public want strict policies toward immigrants 
and  their  integration in  society  (Emmenegger  and  Careja  2012;  Hollifield  2008), 
which can be understood as a reaction to protect such a single understanding of 
nationality.

The picture is not so gloomy if we consider different reactions that take place at the 
same time. In attitudinal surveys, we observe that attitudes become more liberal and 
less nationalistic as time passes (Ford 2008; Ford 2009; Norris and Inglehart 2009). It 
is  in  particular  the  younger  generations  who  have  grown  up  with  a  larger 
proportion of immigrants among their peers who are more liberal. Sceptics might 
point out the potential of social-desirability biases in attitudinal surveys. After all,  
the observed changes might simply reflect increased reluctance to admit that one is 
prejudiced. Other data are available without such pitfalls: data on inter-marriages. It 
can be observed that individuals from all ethnic groups are increasingly likely to 
marry across ethnic boundaries. There are significant differences between ethnic 
groups, but overall rates of inter-marriage are increasing (Muttarak and Heath 2010; 
Lucassen and Laarman 2009; Song 2009).

Combining reports on violence against immigrants, the rise of populist right-wing 
movements in many places, and neo-nationalism on the one hand, and increasingly 
liberal attitudes and inter-marriage may be difficult. It seems warranted to speak of  
ambivalent reactions in society.

The reaction in the media and in politics is perhaps clearer. Because immigration 
has become a salient topic, politicians and political parties can use issues related to 
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immigration and the perceived challenge to social cohesion as a topic to exploit. In 
other words, immigration has become an issue on which voters can be mobilized 
(Norris  2005;  Hollifield  2008;  Ellinas  2010;  Bruquetas-Callejo et  al.  2011).  In  this 
regard, we can observe a rhetoric shift in politics that in many places is reflected in 
the media  (Vertovec and Wessendorf 2010). Immigration is reduced to a cultural 
challenge to the mainstream society, often even to a conflict between Islam and the 
(Christian) mainstream society in western countries. Differences are essentialized 
and stereotyped. Put differently, cultural differences are portrayed as if they were 
fixed and unchangeable attributes. Yet, at the same time as cultural differences are  
regarded as relatively fixed, the political discourse increasingly insists on cultural 
integration  in  addition  to  economic  integration  (Gerber  2003;  Hollifield  2008). 
Moreover, a link between immigration and security is purported, drawing on the 
reduction of immigration to Islam, as well as a reduction of terrorism to so-called 
Islamic terrorism (Ettinger and Imhof 2011; Laitin 2010).

In political rhetoric, there is an increased focus on costs and benefits of immigration 
in Europe  (Zincone 2011).  Such considerations are not new, and were in fact an 
integral part of guestworker programmes that existed in many western countries. 
What has changed is that cultural aspects of immigration have entered the equation. 
Politically desired are highly qualified immigrants, and administrative practices are 
increasingly  prioritizing  highly  qualified  immigrants  over  others.  The  focus  is 
generally on being highly qualified, and not necessarily on skills in short supply. 
With  this  focus  on  highly  qualified  immigrants,  in  most  European  countries  a 
certain convergence of immigration policies toward the approaches in the US and 
Canada can be observed. Historical influences, however, mean that despite similar 
aims at present, policies remain noticeably different in many aspects (Hammar 1985; 
Schnapper 2007; Zincone, Penninx, and Borkert 2011).

Convergence occurs  mostly  in technical  details  and  implementation;  for  the  big 
picture of how to approach challenges of immigration and how to ensure social 
cohesion, approaches remain noticeably different. Despite some convergence, so far 
the programmes in the US and Canada are more successful in attracting the highly 
skilled  immigrants  (Banting  2010;  Fenna  2010).  Part  of  this  is  due  to  the 
implementation  of  programmes,  such  as  the  Blue  Card that  requires  constant 
renewing, and therefore may not be attractive enough. In programmes that focus on 
the  management  of  immigration,  and  particularly  in  programmes  that  focus  on 
highly  qualified  workers,  the  idea  is  commonplace  that  so-called  triple-win 
situations are possible. Triple-win situations mean that benefits for the country of 
origin, for the receiving country, as well as the immigrants can be achieved at the 
same  time.  To  reach  such  an  outcome,  governments  have  fundamentally  two 
options: controlling who comes in – something not covered in this article –, and 
managing social cohesion and integration.

In terms of social cohesion and integration programmes, there are attempts to put 
into  practice  the  tougher  political  rhetoric.  For  example,  language  requirements 
were introduced for family reunion in the Netherlands  (Lægaard 2010; Berkhout, 
Butter, and de Lange 2012), or in the UK formal citizenship tests are required for 
naturalization since 2002  (Home Office 2011). Such policy changes tend to be of 
technical  nature  and  relatively  easily  implemented:  language  programmes, 
citizenship  courses  of  a  multiple-choice  nature,  or  explicit  demands  for  cultural 
integration.  At  the  same  time,  other  aspects  of  policy  seem  unaffected  by  the 
increasing rhetoric  pressure.  This  is  the  case for  demands for  increased cultural 
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integration. In this case it is unclear how cultural integration can be forced, or even 
what  it  is.  Moreover,  there  are  (still)  clear  legal  limits  to  what  can  be  done 
(Cholewinski  and Taran 2010; Emmenegger and Careja 2010).  Consequently,  the 
tough rhetoric  often stands in contrast  with human rights,  international  labour-
force rights, or the free movement of persons in the European Union. This means 
that changes in European policy and procedures might only apply to so-called third-
country nationals, and even there we cannot observe a uniform trend toward more 
restrictive  policies  (Koopmans,  Michalowski,  and Waibel  2012;  Vangoidsenhoven 
2012; Cunningham 2012; Berkhout, Butter, and de Lange 2012).

Yet, in public discourse there is a fear that resources are transferred to immigrants  
(Emmenegger and Careja 2012; Hörisch and Weishaupt 2010). This fear stands in 
contrast  with  studies  that  enumerate  the  net  contribution of  immigrants  to  the 
economy and welfare system (e.g. Goldin, Cameron, and Balarajan 2011). Given that 
the topic is  highly salient,  and that immigrants are widely seen or portrayed as 
challenges to social cohesion, the argument that such transfers could take place in 
itself is politically explosive. In fact, such transfers in themselves can be seen as a 
threat to social  cohesion:  immigrants are presented as  undeserving recipients  of 
social  welfare  resources,  or  as  actively  exploiting the situation.  The fear  is  that 
immigrants take more than they deserve, or that they take what others deserve. As 
a reaction, access to social security is made more difficult, that is more bureaucratic  
and  formalized.  There  is  a  differentiation  between  deserving  and  undeserving 
increasingly linked to migration status, the degree of (perceived) integration. The 
rhetoric  links desert  and integration:  only immigrants who are considered to be 
integrated may pass as deserving.

Impact of Social Cohesion and Integration Programmes
It is generally difficult to measure the outcomes of social cohesion and integration 
programmes. Given the large number of indicators and indices that exist, such a 
statement might be surprising. However, it should be noted that these indicators are 
largely created ad-hoc.  In other  words,  the indicators  that  are  used lack a clear 
theoretical base, and with that, the empirical base is unclear, which in turn means 
that the interpretation of the indicators becomes unclear  (Haug 2006; Stolz 2010; 
D’Amato 2010).

This  article  is  not  going to  provide  a  remedy to  existing  indicators  that  try  to 
measure the outcomes or impact of social cohesion and integration programmes. 
Instead, it highlights the deficiencies of existing approaches to argue that these are 
unable to say much about outcomes. First,  existing indicators lack theory in the 
sense that generally no positive description of social cohesion or integration is used. 
As a result, there is limited value in the numbers they produce: what does 80% on a 
specific item mean for the integration of immigrants and social cohesion in general? 
What is missing is theory of how different variables contribute to social cohesion 
(see Ruedin 2011). Recently, in many western countries clear political vision in this 
regard also seems to be missing (Vertovec and Wessendorf 2010). Where politicians 
do not outline what kind of society is aspired to, it is impossible to measure the 
impact of individual policy interventions toward this goal that is not defined.

What appears to be done is that integration measures are developed based on the 
data that are available. Indicators are chosen based on researchers and practitioners 
considering them important,  not  because they are the best  indicators  given any 
theory (Heckmann et al. 2010; Alboim 2010). In fact, the relative absence of theory 
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means that current approaches are largely circular:  integration is defined by the 
indicators that are used to measure the concept. Put differently, existing approaches 
often simply measure changes in a series of variables, which may or may not be 
related to social  cohesion or  the integration of  immigrants  into the mainstream 
society.

For example, it is unclear whether forcing immigrants to study the local language 
up to level B1 rather than A2 has any impact on integration or social cohesion.1 

Taking a step back and focusing on social cohesion rather than integration, there is 
theory and empirical evidence that can be applied in an objective manner. It would 
be an overstatement to claim that we have detailed knowledge of the factors that 
shape social cohesion, but we do not operate in a vacuum. The idea presented in this 
article is therefore to look at integration and social cohesion in their wider sense, 
and not focus exclusively on the position of immigrants. Social cohesion is useful as 
a concept here because it refers to the society as a whole – it is unusual to talk for 
instance only about the social cohesion of immigrant groups.

As we have seen at the beginning of the article, in modern societies, social cohesion 
is  facilitated by  shared  adherence to  universal  laws  and  moral  principles.  What 
seems to work are for example universal human right, or international labour rights 
that define clear standards, as well welfare programmes that are in principle open to 
everyone  in need  (Cholewinski  and  Taran 2010).  Such universal  approaches  are 
based on the equality of individuals, and geared toward those who need additional 
support to fully take part in society. The notion of what this taking part means 
differs  across  countries,  but  it  may  include  access  to  regular  paid  work  and 
healthcare, having adequate housing and social contact with others, feeling part of 
society, or participation in politics. One consequence may be that the individuals 
affected become less dependent on support from the welfare state and feel part of 
society.

As  illustrated  in  Figure  1,  however,  in  many  western  countries,  such  universal 
approaches are limited to the mainstream society in the sense that immigrants as  
non-citizens of the receiving society are often unable to access the full  range of 
programmes available. There are thus two different paths, one for the citizens of the 
country, and one for immigrants. The effectiveness of social cohesion programmes 
–  be  they  called  welfare  programmes,  social  benefits,  or  something  else  –  is 
relatively well established (Cholewinski and Taran 2010). Marginalized groups and 
individuals of the mainstream society have access to the welfare state to help them 
overcome this marginalization to the extent that social cohesion can be achieved.

For immigrants, in contrast, a different approach is common. For political or other 
reasons, immigrants are often unable to fully access welfare programmes, and the 
link to social cohesion is attempted through separate integration programmes. The 
approach in this article means that the welfare state and integration programmes 
can both be considered social cohesion programmes. By focusing on social cohesion, 
it  becomes  apparent  how in  many  western  societies  it  is  attempted  to  manage 
immigrants, forcing or nudging them into successful integration without recourse to 
the welfare programmes that are exclusive to the mainstream society. As outlined in 
further detail below, however, the link between current integration policies and the 
outcome in terms of social cohesion is not well known, if at all. This contrasts with 

1 Levels refer to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages
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the  outcomes  of  welfare  programmes,  where  the  outcomes  in  terms  of  social 
cohesion are relatively well established (Cholewinski and Taran 2010).

The  argument  developed  goes  beyond  the  phenomenon  of  dualization  as  it  is 
commonly  studied:  the  deepening  of  social  divisions  and  creation  of  a  division 
between  insiders  and  outsiders  (for  a  recent  collection  see  Emmenegger  et  al. 
2012b). Here we are not concerned with the consequences of deindustrialization, but 
with  the  management  of  a  particular  group  in  society  with  regard  to  welfare 
programmes. Broadly speaking, in social policy, we can discern two approaches to 
welfare programmes. On the one hand there are conventional transfers of resources 
to aid for example unemployed individuals. This approach seems to work, and is 
included on the left-hand side of  Figure 1.   On the other hand, there are labour 
market activation programmes (LMA), with the aim of putting (unemployed) people 
back into work. The effects of such activation programmes on marginalization and 
social  cohesion are unknown or contested.  Put differently,  it  is  unclear whether 
providing  –  any  kind  of  –  paid  work  to  marginalized  individuals  helps  them 
overcome their marginalization. One reason for this uncertainly is indeed market 
dualization where many kinds of work lack stability (Peng 2012; Häusermann and 
Schwander  2012).  When it  comes  to  integration  programmes  for  immigrants,  it 
seems that  activation  programmes  are  adapted.  As  a  consequence,  the  question 
mark that already exists for activation programmes for the general population is 
definitely a question mark for the immigrants: this is included on the right-hand 
side of Figure 1.

Figure 1 The welfare state and integration programmes are presented as separate paths to 
social cohesion for the mainstream society (left) and immigrants (right) respectively. For 
the mainstream society, marginalization means access to the welfare state, which helps 
overcoming marginalization and is  thus  beneficial  for  social  cohesion. For  immigrants, 
separate  integration  programmes  are  common.  The  two  vertical  lines  between 
marginalization (for immigrants) and the welfare state indicate that immigrants tend not 
to have full access to the welfare state. The question mark on the right indicates that the  
link between integration programmes and social cohesion is uncertain.

Current programmes that focus on the integration of immigrants may have been 
instigated  with  social  cohesion  as  an  ultimate  aim.  However,  the  fact  that 
programmes focus entirely on immigrants and not society as a whole indicates that 
the coverage of programmes is limited. What is more, their limited focus means that 
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there  are  a  number  of  unintended  consequences,  as  outlined  in  the  following 
paragraphs.

Welfare states are based on principles of equality and inclusiveness (at least on the 
rhetoric level), which makes it difficult to recognize their exclusive nature. They are 
exclusive in that the services provided are for a clearly defined group: the citizens 
(Fink  2004;  Lewis  2004).  The  boundary  of  the  concept  of  citizenship  becomes 
apparent  when  the  difference  between the  mainstream society  and  the  migrant 
population is considered. Migrants are portrayed as undeserving because of their 
status,  because they are  not  regarded full  citizens  (Bauböck 1996;  Castles  2008). 
Being considered undeserving, migrants are regarded as having no right to social 
benefits.  In  this  sense,  they  are  treated  the  same  as  any  group  considered 
undeserving,  such  as  members  of  the  mainstream  claiming  incapacity  benefits 
despite being able to work.

As aforementioned, there is apprehension that resources might be transferred from 
the deserving to the undeserving, particularly from the mainstream society to the 
immigrant population (Emmenegger and Careja 2012; Hörisch and Weishaupt 2010). 
In order to prevent such transfers, access to social welfare is made more difficult for 
everyone, such as by extensive means testing. The aim to make access more difficult 
for  immigrants  has  unintended  consequences  for  member  of  the  mainstream 
society, for whom access to the welfare state also becomes more difficult. This can 
lead to the exclusion from the welfare state of citizens for whom the system was set 
up in the first place: citizens of the mainstream society in need – deserving citizens 
(Emmenegger and Careja 2012). This is a direct consequence of the way welfare 
systems  work:  inclusive  in  rhetoric  they  are  organized  in  a  way  that  makes 
excluding particular groups difficult:  It  is  difficult  to exclude immigrants from a 
system that is based on desert rather than immigration status.

Where  such  differential  treatment  is  possible,  it  is  increasingly  the  case  that 
immigrants  are  required  to  demonstrate  that  they  are  integrated  into  the 
mainstream society in order to be able to access social benefits. This means that 
immigrants  and  members  of  the  mainstream  society  are  treated  completely 
differently when it comes to access to the welfare state, as illustrated in  Figure 1. 
Welfare programmes are often in place for citizens who are  not well  integrated: 
marginalized individuals and groups in society, those in need of support. Access to 
welfare programmes thus follows a different logic for immigrants and members of 
the mainstream society. For immigrants, not being integrated is used as a reason to 
deny access to welfare programmes; for citizens not being integrated is used as a 
reason to  grant access to welfare programmes. Here the boundaries of citizenship 
become visible.

Attempts to control access to welfare programmes based on citizenship add up to a 
defence  of  difference  and  stratification  that  contradicts  the  rhetoric  of  welfare 
programmes. By trying to prevent access to welfare programmes for some groups of 
the population – namely immigrants –  societies are moving away from the ideas of 
equality to a world where differences are regarded as given and hierarchies in status 
defended (Cholewinski and Taran 2010; Solt 2011; Emmenegger et al. 2012a). Such 
differences can be in class, status, and indeed citizenship.

For groups at the fringes of society, the result can be reinforcing marginalization.  
Citizenship status may mean no access to welfare programmes, leading to economic 
positions that render individuals more prone to discrimination and exploitation. For 
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instance, lack of unemployment benefits may increase pressure to work in times of  
economic  downturn,  pressurizing  individuals  to  accept  exploitive  employment 
terms and irregular work (D’Amato 2009; Rist 2010). Consequently, immigrants may 
make no social security payments, perpetuating the lack of access to social welfare. 
In  this  context,  possible  discrimination  based  on  ethnicity,  migration  status, 
language skills, race, and status may be reinforcing. For the mainstream society, the 
welfare system exists exactly for such instances, attempting to break reinforcing 
marginalization by assisting deserving individuals  (Fink 2004;  Braham and Janes 
2002). Without access to the welfare state and real protection under universal labour 
laws  in  irregular  employment,  there  is  no  system  in  place  to  prevent  such 
reinforcing marginalization for certain immigrants.

Limits of Policies
The picture is not all that gloomy for all immigrants, because there are also limits to 
making social  cohesion  and integration  programmes  more  restrictive.  There  are 
many  reasons  why  policies  that  limit  access  to  welfare  programmes  cannot  be 
enforced, such as where existing rights prevail. The impact of policies might also be 
limited  because  certain  aspects  of  social  cohesion  may  be  out  of  the  reach  of 
policies; there may be rational reasons and identificational reasons to resist policies. 
Finally, some policies are too narrow in their focus to have a significant impact on 
social  cohesion.  Beginning  with  rights,  there  are  established  principles  such  as 
human rights, labour force standards, or constitutions that limit the extent to which 
individuals in need can be excluded. In other words, established principles exist to 
guarantee a minimum standard for the treatment of individuals, be they citizens or 
not.

Policies are also limited in their reach. For instance, social cohesion and integration 
programmes are usually unable to reach irregular and illegal immigration, and thus 
unable to reach individuals who might be most in need of assistance. In this regard, 
there are no major differences between integration programmes the conventional 
welfare state. Stakeholders more generally may be out of policy reach. This is the 
case for individuals outside the regular system such as irregular immigrants, but 
also  actors  in  countries  of  origin,  and  indeed  the  mainstream  society.  Social 
cohesion  depends  on  multiple  actors,  but  existing  programmes  related  to 
immigration  tend  to  be  all  about  immigrants  and  ignore  the  counterpart  the 
mainstream  society  may  have  to  play  for  successful  integration  and  ultimately 
social cohesion (Joppke 2010a; Joppke 2010b; Mason 2010). These limits of policies 
are visible when social cohesion is taken as the starting point as in this article, but  
may be overlooked when the focus is fixed on integration: social cohesion entails 
more than the management of immigrants.

Policies  are  also  limited  in  their  reach  in  the  sense  that  not  all  areas  may  be 
sufficiently manageable to enable a triple-win situation. For instance, it is unclear 
whether cultural integration can really be forced using policies, or how the so-called 
brain drain can be stopped in countries  where individuals  are  free  to  leave the 
country and seek employment in richer countries  (Düvell 2006; Goldin, Cameron, 
and Balarajan 2011). When it comes to the management of immigrants, it is often 
forgotten that immigrants are actors and not just  objects (to be managed).  As a 
consequence, the diversity in motivations and needs in immigrant groups are often 
overlooked  in  programmes  that  attempt  to  manage  immigration  in  western 
societies.

Managing Immigration 10



Acknowledging immigrants  as actors rather than objects makes it  apparent  that 
there  are rational  and identificational  reasons why the policies in place may be 
actively  resisted  –  making  their  implementation  difficult.  For  example,  an 
immigrant asked to return to his or her country of origin during an economic crisis 
may find  it  preferable  to  stay  on in  an  irregular  or  illegal  manner  rather  than 
returning to a country where the situation may be even worse (D’Amato 2009; Rist 
2010).  Identity  may  be  another  reason  to  resist  policies:  immigrants  having 
established a life of some sort, especially after extensive settlement in a receiving 
society. Returning might mean moving to a place to which the individual has no 
real relation, or in the case of second-generation immigrants may be just known as 
a holiday destination.

Existing  policies  tend  to  be  too  narrow  and  focusing  on  the  integration  of 
immigrants rather than considering social cohesion as a whole. As aforementioned, 
for legal reasons, in Europe policies often concentrate on so-called third-country 
nationals, that is, individuals for whom restrictive policies are possible. With a focus 
on  social  cohesion,  however,  the  difference  between  individuals  based  on 
citizenship  status  becomes  irrelevant:  social  cohesion  is  about  the  welfare  of 
individuals in general, about all citizens and inhabitants of a society. In other words, 
social  cohesion  is  blind  to  the  differences  in  citizenship  that  current  policies 
highlight.

There are also limits to policies for political reasons, given that a backlash against 
multiculturalism can be observed (Vertovec and Wessendorf 2010; Kitschelt 1997). It 
is not just a backlash against multiculturalism as a form of living together, but also a 
backlash against universal rights that protect all inhabitants of societies. To date,  
this backlash is largely of rhetoric nature, but the shift in rhetoric makes it more 
difficult to apply existing rights  (Vertovec and Wessendorf 2010). The notion of a 
triple win assumes free individuals and universal rights, and where the application 
of  universal  rights  is  in  doubt,  it  is  less  likely  that  triple-win situations  can be 
achieved. In other words, a political climate that attempts to severely restrict the 
rights of one of the three actors of the triple win (immigrants) makes it unlikely that 
all actors can be considered to benefit from the situation to the same extent.

The reactions in politics and the tendency in policies that follow are defensive in 
character. Their rhetoric is geared toward the preservation of a state of affairs that  
no longer exists: clinging to an allegedly socially cohesive society of the past. In 
contrast,  positive  reactions  are  largely  absent  –  answers  that  work  toward  an 
integrated society that can grow. This is a gap or challenge that should be addressed 
by  political  theory  in  future  research.  This  gap  requires  more  than  inclusive 
rhetoric, but it is a gap that can be filled, because as outlined at the onset, social  
cohesion is possible in different kinds of society, not only in romanticized small-
scale communities.

Conclusion
When looking at the practices and consequences of social cohesion and integration 
programmes, it is important to bear in mind that social cohesion is not limited to 
questions of immigration and the integration of immigrants into the mainstream 
society. Instead, social cohesion is about society as a whole, covering all inhabitants, 
be they citizens or not. It  is for this reason that taking the perspective of social  
cohesion  is  useful  and  necessary  to  better  understand  the  consequences  of 
programmes that are in place. In advanced industrial societies in the so-called west, 
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welfare programmes are in place to address the needs of marginalized groups in 
society. An inclusive rhetoric is used in welfare systems, in principle making the 
receipt of help and support only conditional on desert.

The situation is  different  for  immigrants  in many receiving societies,  where for 
political and other reasons access to welfare programmes is frequently limited or 
denied to non-citizens. Rather than using welfare programmes as a tool to increase 
social  cohesion  as  it  is  done  for  the  mainstream  society,  immigrants  are  often 
required to demonstrate that they are integrated before they are granted full access 
to welfare programmes. In other words,  a different logic exists,  rooted partly in 
fears that resources may be transferred from the mainstream society to immigrant 
groups, and justified with differences in citizenship. Such a justification is facilitated 
by the recent backlash against multiculturalism and against universal rights and 
equal treatment more generally.

The  fear  that  immigrants  could  access  the  welfare  state  in  a  disproportionate 
manner – receiving support they allegedly do not deserve – has in many places led 
to access to welfare programmes being made more difficult. Means testing and other 
bureaucratic hurdles make it more difficult to access social benefits, a step which 
affects  both  immigrants  (intended  consequence  of  such  steps)  and  marginalized 
groups and individuals of the mainstream society (unintended consequence).  Put 
differently,  the  universal  character  of  welfare  programmes means that  access  to 
welfare is also made more difficult for those who are widely considered deserving 
support from the welfare state: citizens of the country in need of help. In terms of 
social cohesion, the unintended consequences of trying to protect resources from 
being transferred to immigrants in this case are that social cohesion more generally 
is undermined.

By making a distinction between deserving and undeserving beneficiaries of welfare 
programmes  based  on  citizenship,  the  current  trend  is  in  danger  of  justifying 
differences in the society as given, and thus entrenching trends of dualization. Such 
differences  may be based on immigration status,  but can also refer  to class and 
status. Views that differences between groups in society are inherent and given are 
a challenge to social cohesion,  which in part relies on individuals to identify as 
member of a integrated whole. In this sense, policies that aim to protect the social 
cohesion of  society by excluding individuals  considered  a  threat  to  the existing 
cohesion  (immigrants)  can  undermine  the  very  social  cohesion  they  intend  to 
protect.

Existing policies for immigrants tend to focus on integration. As recently picked up 
by  the  political  discourse,  cultural  integration  as  opposed  to  purely  economic 
integration  is  relevant  for  social  cohesion.  However,  as  argued  in  this  article, 
current approaches fall short of reaching such a goal for various reasons. First of all,  
many policies cannot reach groups and individuals targeted, such as irregular and 
illegal immigrants. Where integration programmes are able to reach immigrants in 
need of assistance, their aim is often facilitating integration. What they tend to do is 
to recreate a limited welfare system for immigrants: the system to which they are 
not granted full access otherwise.

Cultural  assimilation  and  integration  might  be  most  relevant  when  it  comes  to 
social  cohesion,  but  it  is  unclear how these can be forced.  As in other  areas of 
integration,  there are legal  limits to what can be done.  Human rights provide a 
minimum standard, and constitutions protect individuals from arbitrariness. Legal 
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limits  apart,  it  is  unclear  whether  it  is  possible  to  force  different  behaviour  – 
essentially, what we are asking immigrants to do when they are asked to integrate 
and assimilate before obtaining full access to welfare programmes.

Policies  are  also  limited  because they tend to  ignore  countries  of  origin,  where 
issues such as brain drain are left unaddressed. Whilst this may not affect the social 
cohesion of the receiving society, it does affect the idea of the triple win: the idea 
that immigration can be managed in a way that is equally beneficial for the country 
of origin, the country of destination, as well as for the immigrants themselves. By 
explicitly excluding immigrants from existing social cohesion programmes – full 
access to welfare benefits – current policies in advanced industrial societies in the 
west  do not  appear  to work for  immigrants.  The fact  that  immigrants  chose to 
migrate,  however,  suggests  that  current  arrangements  are  beneficial  to  them in 
some way. Looking at the receiving societies, the limited reach and focus of current 
programmes on integration rather than social cohesion more generally means that 
perhaps they are not benefiting as much from immigration as they could. This is the 
case  because  only  economic  integration  is  addressed  in  full,  whilst  cultural 
integration is beyond the reach of current approaches, perhaps to the detriment of 
the social cohesion of the receiving society. Yet, it is important to bear in mind that 
the limitations of current approaches outlined in this article do not mean that triple-
win  situations  are  as  such  unattainable.  Taking  social  cohesion  rather  than 
integration as a starting point is the first step to identify possibilities. What is more, 
this article suggested that political theorists need to develop positive responses to 
the challenge of social cohesion by outlining how a society can grow into a cohesive 
whole.
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