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Introduction 

This article discusses the dominant approaches to studying local responses to immigration and proposes 

the development of a comprehensive relational model, which can assist scholars in overcoming some of 

the theoretical and conceptual challenges that have recently emerged in the field of migration studies. In 

the last two decades the number of studies on the local level of migration governance has increased 

drastically. One of the major findings in the relevant literature has been the ability of cities to develop 

distinctive responses to the arrival and settlement of immigrants, which are not necessarily aligned to the 

stance of the respective national governments, and which can widely differ from one locality to another 

(Caponio & Borkert, 2010; Jørgensen, 2012; Scholten, 2016). While some authors have focused on 

providing explanations for the more welcoming and inclusive stance of cities (Bauder, 2017; Gebhardt, 

2016), others have highlighted the potential for the development of local policies and practices for the 

effective exclusion of immigrants (Ambrosini, 2013; Ambrosini & Caneva, 2012). But how should one 

assess a city response towards immigrants’ arrival and settlement? What are the explanatory factors that 

lead to either more inclusive or more exclusionary stance of a given locality? Moreover, how do these 

factors interact within a concrete context in order to produce the observed outcome?  

Previous literature on the variance of local responses to immigration has predominantly utilized an 

institutionalist approach. Scholars have been mainly focused on the different local immigration policies that 

municipal authorities develop within (but also sometimes outside of) the competencies delegated to them 

by central governments. The emergence of the so called localist approach promoted the assumption that 

the distinctive characteristics of cities lead to the adoption of different local immigration policy responses 

(Alexander, 2007). Examples are the demographic composition of localities (Good, 2005), local 

partisanship (Caponio, 2010), local discourses and imaginaries (Walker & Leitner, 2011), etc. More recent 

studies, however, demonstrated the limitations behind looking exclusively at local characteristics, 

emphasizing the important role that variety of actors and factors beyond the boundaries of a given locality 

can play in shaping local responses to immigration (Dekker et al., 2015; Hopkins, 2010). Some scholars 

called for more attention to both vertical and horizontal interactions between different levels of 

governance and the way these interactions can influence local immigration policy making (Filomeno, 2016; 

Zapata-Barrero, Caponio, & Scholten, 2017).  

In addition to the abovementioned institutionalist accounts, recent research has emphasized the 

importance of non-institutional actors for the development of distinctive local responses to immigration. 

Rather than adopting a top-down analytical approach and focusing on the decisions of local administrations 

in migration governance, some authors have brought the attention to bottom-up dynamics and the role 
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of various civil society organizations (Cappiali, 2016; Triviño-Salazar, 2017). Indeed, the proliferation of 

neoliberalism and the affirmation of new public management as dominant paradigm in public administration 

have led to the shift of many migration governance-related responsibilities to civil society and private 

sector actors (Guiraudon & Lahav, 2000; Menz, 2011). With their increased influence upon the design and 

implementation of local responses to immigration, these non-institutional actors can significantly change 

the dynamics within a given city and directly influence the opportunities of newcomers.  

In short, migration scholars have pointed out the importance of both agency and structural factors, within 

and beyond the locality, in shaping the response of cities to the arrival and settlement of migrants. This 

article aims at exploring the application of the dominant analytical approaches to studying local responses 

to immigration in the context of the recent refugee crisis in Europe. In the last years many European cities 

experienced an unprecedented arrival of forced migrants on their territory. They faced similar challenges, 

like the lack of financial and human resources, but their responses greatly differed. Barcelona, for example, 

openly invited refugees (Agustín & Jørgensen, 2018), while Goro in Italy built barricades to prevent their 

arrival (De Gregorio & Fulloni, 2016). In an attempt to explain such differences, scholars turned to the 

abovementioned approaches to studying local responses to immigration, focusing on top-down municipal 

policy actions (Scholten et al., 2017) or bottom-up civil society initiatives (Boersma et al., 2018). I argue 

that these approaches do not provide sufficient understanding of the reasons for the observed differences 

between cities. As main reasons for that I indicate the increased complexity in migration governance, the 

proliferation of ad-hoc practices, and the process of NGO-ization. I propose the development of a 

comprehensive relational model that would account for the causal capacity of both agency and structure, 

which can be used as analytical tool for studying local responses to immigration.  

I begin with a brief discussion of the main approaches to studying local responses to immigration. 

Subsequently, I outline my arguments for the need to adopt a new analytical approach that focuses on 

conjunctional causality and causal mechanisms operating within and beyond city boundaries and producing 

certain local outcomes. Then I present the main features of the comprehensive relational model and 

propose the use of process-tracing technique as a powerful methodological tool for the study of local 

responses to forced migration. Finally, I conclude with a brief summary of the main arguments developed 

in the article.  

Dominant approaches in the study of local responses to immigration  

In the last two decades cities have emerged as a distinct unit of analysis in the study of migration 

governance. As a result, a new approach in migration studies widely referred to as the localist one has 

emerged. In short, the localist approach assumes that different local conditions lead to different responses 
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in terms of immigration policy by different local governments within the same country. The complex 

interplay between these local conditions ultimately produces either more inclusive or more exclusionary 

policies towards immigrants. The potential of cities to shape their own reception and integration policies, 

which in many cases differ drastically both between themselves and from nationally set policy frameworks, 

was demonstrated in many studies across different countries (Alexander, 2007; Jørgensen, 2012; Penninx 

et al., 2004). As a reason for this divergence in terms of local policy responses, scholars have proposed 

different material and ideational explanatory factors as attributes of local communities – ethnic 

composition and identity (Walker & Leitner, 2011), competition for resources (Ambrosini & Caneva, 

2012), local partisanship (Caponio & Borkert, 2010), etc.  

The localist approach has been largely dominating the field of migration studies at the local level, while the 

produced accounts on different city responses have been heavily institutionalist and policy-oriented. Even 

when the effect of local non-institutional actors and structural factors is recognized, localist scholars still 

seem to reduce the study of city responses to immigration to the study of local migration policy arenas. 

This development has been challenged in two ways - with the adoption of a relationist approach on the 

one hand, and with the inclusion of civil society actors as independent agents with capacity to shape 

distinctive local responses to immigration on the other.  

The ralationist approach to studying local immigration policy responses has been gradually gaining 

prominence during the last years (Dekker et al., 2015; Hopkins, 2010; Walker, 2011). Its distinct 

advantages in comparison with the localist approach have been thoroughly discussed in the recent work 

of Filomeno (2016). Relational scholars have argued that one should take into account the complex 

relationships between different levels of migration governance and the way those shape local responses 

to immigration. Both formal and informal vertical and horizontal modes of interaction can contribute to 

the development of concrete local migration policies. Relational scholars emphasize top-down and 

bottom-up processes that either directly or indirectly influence local immigration policy development. In 

addition, they consider also the effect of horizontal modes of interaction (for instance policy diffusion or 

participation in city networks)  in their analyses of local immigration policies. Finally, relational scholars 

also recognize the potential of exclusively local factors to influence local immigration policy development. 

In brief, the relational approach calls for accounting for the complex vertical and horizontal interactions 

between the different levels of migration governance, without of course discarding the purely local factors 

that can contribute to shaping local immigration policy responses. In this sense, local immigration policies 

can be presented as the outcome of politics of scale, politics of networking and politics of place (Walker, 

2011). They should be studied as the ultimate result of relational processes connecting the city with its 

regional, national and international context.  
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Undoubtedly, the adoption of relationist approach has brought significant benefits for the development of 

refined analyses of local migration policy responses. It has provided plenty of tools for overcoming the 

significant ontological, theoretical and methodological limitations of the localist mode of explanation of 

city responses to immigration (Filomeno, 2016, p. 7). However, the relationist approach still views local 

responses to immigration as explanandum which is ultimately defined through the prism of local 

governments’ decisions and actions. In other words, the relationist approach provide tools for the in-

depth study and comparison of local migration policies, rather than for the comprehensive understanding 

of local responses to immigration.  

On the other hand, instead of focusing on the effect of different level of governance in studying local 

responses to immigration, some scholars have highlighted the importance of non-institutional actors 

(Cappiali, 2016; Triviño-Salazar, 2017). As Però (2005, p. 1) has noted, governance should be understood 

as the “process of management of society resulting from the systematic collaboration between government and 

the citizenry with its civic organizations”. In this sense, both for-profit and non-for-profit civil society 

organizations can play an important role in producing local responses to immigration. The mediation of 

the local authorities, however, through the institutionalization of practices and their translation into local 

policies is not always necessary. Therefore, rather than emphasizing the interventions of political 

institutions, researchers should also include in their analysis the non-institutional local actors dealing with 

migration issues, adopting a “governmentality perspective” (Gill, 2010, p. 637). In addition, local arenas of 

immigration governance can include actors (including local authorities), with very different motivations 

and goals. Since they do not necessarily work towards the same objective, one cannot make definitive 

conclusions about the local response to immigration by looking exclusively through the lens of local 

governments. In sum, studies that utilize this approach demonstrate the boundaries of the widely used 

institutionalist perspective in studies of local responses to immigration, emphasizing at the same time the 

important causal capacity of non-state actors.    

However, studies which focus on the engagement of civil society organizations in the reception and 

integration of immigrants have limitations too. Most notably, these studies usually trace explanations for 

a city response in the motivations, the position and the interactions between these local actors and the 

local authorities. In this sense, they are agency-oriented and often do not account for the role of structural 

factors shaping local responses, especially when such structural factor might be present at a different level.   

In the last years the large variation in city responses to the refugee crisis in Europe has attracted the 

attention of migration scholars. In an initial attempt to explain the observed differences they have resorted 

to the use of the abovementioned approaches to studying local responses to immigration (Mayer, 2018; 



5 
 

Myrberg, 2017; Scholten et al., 2017). Can the application of these approaches, however, provide adequate 

answers to the question why some cities demonstrated more inclusive while others more exclusionary 

responses towards the arrival and settlement of refugees1? In the following section I elaborate further on 

this question, arguing that the new realities that have emerged in the field of migration governance have 

created the need to develop new approaches for assessing local responses to forced migration.  

Meeting the new challenges in the study of local responses to the 

arrival and settlement of refugees 

In the previous section I outlined the main approaches used for the study of local responses to 

immigration. Despite their value in providing insights about observed differences between localities, I argue 

that their application in studying city responses to the arrival and settlement of refugees in Europe during 

the last years might result in insufficient and misleading conclusions. Recent developments in the field of 

migration governance at the local level, both in general and in particular as regards forced migrants, have 

created the necessity for the adoption of a new approach in investigating the phenomenon. In the following 

sections I outline three such developments – complexization, adhocracy and NGO-ization, and provide 

several examples in support of my argument. Subsequently, I comment on the need for focusing on 

conjunctional causation and causal mechanisms in future assessments of city responses to the arrival of 

refugees.  

Complexization 

With the term complexization I refer to the increasing complexity in the field of migration governance. 

This phenomenon has been recognized as a major challenge for migration scholars (Peter Scholten, 

forthcoming; Zapata-Barrero & Yalaz, 2018). The recent influx of refugees to Europe represented in many 

aspects a manifestation of the increased complexity of migration governance, which ultimately pronounced 

itself at the local level. Cities became arenas for the actions of variety of institutional and non-institutional 

actors engaged with different aspects of the reception and integration of refugees: international 

organizations, ministerial agencies, local authorities, NGOs, different civil society organizations, private 

enterprises, foundations, etc. Often at the local level services were provided to the newcomers through 

complex public-private partnerships with unclear division of responsibilities. Rather than being only a place 

where social agents worked in harmony towards achieving the common goal of accommodating the needs 

of the newly arrived, localities became also arenas of negotiations, competition and conflicts (Triviño-

Salazar, 2017). In these circumstances taking an institutionalist or policy-oriented approach in assessing 

                                                           
1 For the purposes of the article with the term refugees I refer also to asylum seekers.  
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city-responses might bring biased results. Comparing the practices or policies of municipal authorities’ 

(which in many cases had neither the competencies nor the willingness to engage in the reception and 

integration of refugees), for example, would tell us little about the complex dynamics leading to different 

city responses.  

In addition, all the abovementioned actors do not simply operate in vacuum, but are undoubtedly 

influenced by a variety of structural contextual factors - the conditions of the local labor or housing 

market, the availability of funds, the size of the locality or its demographic composition, etc. These factors 

might have significant effect on the causal capacity of each actor to influence the ultimate city response to 

immigration. Take for example the hypothesis that the dominance of left political parties in local politics 

is causally related to more inclusive city response (Caponio, 2010). Recent research in different European 

countries has demonstrated that in small towns and rural areas the link between local partisanship and 

locality’s stance towards immigrants is not at all as straightforward as usually considered (Miriam, Trivino-

Salazar). In the South of Italy a great amount of small towns led by right-wing political formations are 

hosting asylum seekers and refugees through their participation in the SPRAR system. In other words, 

right-wing local administrations, either alone or in coalition with local civil society organizations, requested 

from the Italian Ministry of Interior to host forced migrants in their towns. One potential explanation for 

this could be opportunistic behavior by powerful local politicians and attempts to gain access to public 

funds (Sabchev & Careja, 2018). Therefore, it seems that different causal mechanisms operate behind the 

relationship between party politics and local responses to immigration depending on the size of a place. 

In order to provide sufficient explanation, one need to open the black box of migration governance within 

the city and closely examine the complex interplay between different social agents/structural factors.  

Adhocracy  

During the last few years many cities across Europe experienced the increased arrival of forced migrants. 

Localities had to react quickly to the demand for reception facilities and services. In the context of 

insufficient coordination between different levels of government and sometimes striking absence of any 

strategic plan on behalf of national authorities (for instance in Greece), plenty of cities resorted to 

continuous improvisation and ad-hoc responses. Municipal authorities were not necessarily at the frontline 

– what we observed was rather a wide range of social actors filling the gap and directly engaging with the 

reception of the newcomers. Their actions often lacked any coordination and were quickly changing 

according to the inflows of new information, the availability of resources, the repositioning of governing 

bodies, etc. In extreme cases, such as Lesvos, these actors replaced almost completely the official 

authorities. Governmental departments and local authorities had only a symbolic role in the management 

of the reception on the island, rather than a real involvement (Papataxiarchis, 2018). In this and other not 
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so extreme shambolic situations of permanent emergency across Europe, actions were often taken outside 

of established legal and policy frameworks. Consequently, institutionalist approaches to studying city 

responses in similar contexts would fall short.  

One could argue that these ad-hoc often non-institutionalized initiatives were limited to the reception 

phase and with the time they gradually retreated giving place to the coordinated actions of the respective 

competent state bodies, including municipal authorities. However, one can notice the limitations of this 

assumption by taking a closer look at recent initiatives related to the access to tertiary education for 

forced migrants in different EU countries. For example, in 2016 a couple of employees of Utrecht 

University started a project called “Incluusion”, aiming at providing access to university courses to asylum 

seekers and refugees. Only two years later more than 300 migrants had already benefited from this 

initiative. For some of them this ultimately resulted in finding a job, while others managed to enroll into 

standard university programs upon completing their Incluusion courses. In addition, due to their 

participation in the project, some refugees and asylum seekers were relocated by COA (the Dutch Central 

Agency for the Reception of Asylum Seekers) to reception centers within the municipality of Utrecht. 

While Incluusion was not part of any local policy and for a long time remained a non-institutionalized 

practice, it provides a strong argument in favor of considering Utrecht an inclusive city. Importantly, the 

news for the initiative has reached other universities across the Netherlands, which have already started 

implementing similar local projects (Interview: Incluusion project assistant, 2018). Another far-reaching 

practice was initiated in 2015 by Naples Eastern University, which started providing scholarships for 

refugees who wanted to enroll in its study programs. While these and many other similar private or 

collective initiatives can be of great importance because of their role in producing local mobilization or 

because of the opportunities they create for forced migrants, they have received significantly less scholarly 

attention (Boersma et al., 2018; Martin-Diaz & Bermudez, 2017, p. 90). The inclusion of such non-

institutionalized initiatives in the study of local responses to the arrival of forced migrants could eventually 

lead to the refinement of existing hypotheses and the development of new ones.  

Ngo-ization 

The increased NGO-ization2 in the field of migration governance is yet another factor impeding the 

capacity of the existing approaches to provide deeper understanding of the observed differences between 

city responses to the arrival of forced migrants. The idea that competencies in migration governance are 

shifting “out” of the state apparatus is not new (Guiraudon & Lahav, 2000). However, civil society 

                                                           
2 With the term NGO-ization I refer not only to the involvement of non-governmental organizations in the field of 
migration governance, but to a wider variety of civil society organizations (church organizations, immigrant 
organizations, etc.  
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organizations have recently earned an even stronger position in the management of the reception and 

integration of refugees locally. For example, a recent study by DeBono (2018) has shown that despite 

their unofficial role, NGOs can play a unique role in towns of first reception ensuring the well-being of 

the arriving migrants. Other scholars have argued that the proliferation of NGOs working on migration 

issues has led to “monopoly of the third sector in the area of integration activities” (Jóźwiak, Sánchez-

Domínguez, & Sorando, 2018, p. 53). Predominantly involved in concrete short-term actions in specific 

areas, very often outside of existing policy frameworks, such organizations have taken the role of an “acting 

state” in many places (Jóźwiak et al., 2018, p. 55). Thus, in order to draw robust conclusions for a city 

response towards the arrival and settlement of forced migrants, one should pay increased attention to 

the actions of locally operating NGOs. 

The increased engagement of civil society organizations in providing services to arriving refugees is 

especially pronounced in the Southern European countries with Mediterranean welfare model (Ferrera, 

1996). These countries are characterized by weaker social protection arrangements, in which welfare is 

to a large extent provided by family and neighborhood networks (Gal, 2010; Naldini, 2004). Social needs 

there are often satisfied by civil society and church organizations. In addition, one should not 

underestimate the negative effects that the recent economic crisis had on the welfare systems of Southern 

European countries, including the cuts for immigrant integration. This has put arriving refugees in a 

disadvantageous position in two ways. Firstly, they can rely on limited welfare provisions and secondly, 

they lack the family and neighborhood support that natives benefit from. This increases the importance of 

civil society organizations, which fill the widened social protection gap for the newcomers. In short, weak 

welfare regimes shift large amount of responsibilities related to reception and integration of immigrants 

to the third sector. This once again calls for the use of a more holistic approach and inclusion of the role 

of a wide range of civil society organizations in studies assessing city responses to the arrival and settlement 

of forced migrants.  

As a result of the unmanageable complexity, the proliferation of ad-hoc measures and the NGO-ization 

in migration governance, the dominant approaches to studying local responses to immigration face a 

significant challenge. Their application does not allow for capturing the complex interactions between 

various actors and structural factors operating simultaneously at different levels but ultimately playing out 

at the local one. This inevitably hinders the adequate theorization of local responses to the arrival and 

settlement of refugees. Even though studies using the relational model or studies including non-institutional 

actors in the analysis of local responses to immigration signal the recognition of the increased complexity 

in migration governance, they remain usually focused on common two-variable hypotheses, reducing the 

study of one phenomenon to studying only a part of it. One of the results has been increased conceptual 
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vagueness, with the use of different terms to describe the same phenomenon (sanctuary cities, welcoming 

cities, cities of refuge, inclusive cities, cities of migration, etc.), or with the use of the same term in 

describing very different phenomena (See for example discussion on the concept of sanctuary cities in 

Chishti & Hipsman, 2015). Thus, one can argue that the complexity of the emerging reality in the field of 

migration governance pronounced at the local level during the recent refugee crisis, revealed the need for 

the application of new analytical approaches that will account for the causal capacity of both agency and 

structure and thus accumulate new insights for the theorization of local responses to the arrival and 

settlement of forced migrants.  

My argument is that there are at least two ways in which research on local responses to refugee arrivals 

can be enhanced. Firstly, I argue that researchers can greatly benefit from a closer focus on studying city 

responses as configurations of both agency and structural causal factors, that ultimately produce a given 

outcome of interest. In other words, rather than relying on the idea that single causes have their own 

independent impact on the outcome, one could probably reach a better understanding of local responses 

by adopting the assumption that “conjunctional causality is at work – meaning that several causes can be 

simultaneously present, constituting a causal combination for the outcome to occur” (Ragin & Rihoux, 2009). This 

also entails the adoption of a view on a city as a “complex combination of properties – a specific whole that 

should not be lost in the course of the analysis” (Ragin & Rihoux, 2009). Operating within this complex 

combination of properties, researchers could benefit from distancing from the idea of uniformity of causal 

effects. As previously noted, a given condition, like the dominance of a right-wing party at the local level, 

might actually act in favor of more inclusive city response if certain other conditions are present. Secondly, 

research of local responses to the arrival of refugees would also greatly benefit from moving beyond the 

study of causal effects and paying a closer attention to causal mechanisms. By causal mechanisms, I refer 

to “independent stable factors that under certain conditions link causes to effects” (George & Bennett, 2005). 

This would help go beyond agency-oriented and policy-oriented research in migration studies, and 

potentially develop models that will account for both agency and structural factors with causal capacity. 

In sum, the research of city responses to refugee arrivals needs an analytical approach that would keep 

the within-case and cross-case complexity manageable and will be able to provide valid and adequate 

explanations that can be used as a foundation for subsequent theorization. In an initial attempt to 

contribute to filling this gap, I propose the development of a comprehensive relational model for studying 

local approaches to refugee reception and integration.    
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The comprehensive relational model 

In the previous section I brought different arguments in favor of the assumption that in order to achieve 

proper understanding of city responses to the arrival and settlement of forced migrants, one should 

consider simultaneously the effect of both agency and structural factors with causal capacity. The increased 

complexity of migration governance, the proliferation of ad-hoc practices and the widespread 

monopolization of the reception and integration by civil society organizations, make potential shifts in the 

local responses to immigration difficult to explain. This demonstrates the need for innovation and 

refinement of the commonly used approaches. In addressing this issue, I propose the development of a 

comprehensive relational model for studying local responses to the arrival and settlement of forced 

migrants. The model is based on insights derived from an extensive review of recent publications in the 

fields of local immigration policies (Caponio & Borkert, 2010; Dekker et al., 2015; Filomeno, 2016; 

Jørgensen, 2012), migration governance at the local level (Campomori & Caponio, 2017; Caponio & Jones-

Correa, 2017; Glick Schiller & Caglar, 2010; Hepburn & Zapata-Barrero, 2014; Lacroix & Desille, 2018; 

Schiller & Çağlar, 2009; P. Scholten & van Breugel, 2018; Zapata-Barrero et al., 2017), responses to 

irregular migration at the local level (Delvino, 2017a, 2017b; Delvino & Spencer, 2014), as well as empirical 

evidence from the organization of the reception and integration of refugees at the local level in different 

European cities in the last years.  

The main idea behind the comprehensive relational model is to move beyond the dominant institutionalist, 

policy-oriented and agency-oriented analytical approaches used in studies on local responses to 

immigration. Instead, I propose the application of a new approach that will focus on the assessment of a 

city response by looking at the local approach to refugee reception and integration as function of the multitude 

of local actors and structural factors, placed in a multi-level governance system. I depart from a social 

constructivist ontology, and argue that in assessing city responses to the arrival of forced migrants one 

should take into account both social and material structures, as well as both intended and unintended 

consequences of the interactions between the relevant social actors. The response of a given city to the 

arrival of forced migrants is ultimately defined by the positioning and interaction between multiple actors, 

who operate together under the influence of variety of structural factors, in a local arena of collaboration, 

competition and conflicts. At the same time, these actors are inevitably influenced by other relevant social 

agents and other factors beyond the local level of migration governance – regional, national and 

supranational. One very simple example is the influence of regional, national or international law on the 

actions of local authorities. Because of the inclusion of social and material structures from different levels 
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that affect the local response to immigration, the proposed model can be considered both comprehensive 

and relational.  

It is important at this point to bring some clarity in regards to the term local approach to reception and 

integration used above, which indeed seems to be a source of ambiguity in the discussion of city responses 

towards refugees. With this term, I refer to the ultimate result of the attitudes and actions of all institutional 

and non-institutional actors, directly or indirectly influenced by a multitude of relevant structural factors at different 

levels, captured into the local system of governance of reception and integration. This conceptualization follows 

the one of Cappiali (2016), who has similarly recognized the importance of non-state actors in the way 

cities respond to immigration, and has identified three different local approaches to integration – 

assistance, intercultural and political rights promotion. In addition, Cappiali has used the term “local realm 

of immigration” to capture the multitude of actors engaged with immigration issues locally, their role and 

their interactions. Recognizing the value of her conceptualization, I propose its further development in 

two ways. Firstly, I include the effects of material structures from different levels (e.g. labor or housing 

market conditions, available funding, etc.) on the local system of migration governance, and secondly, I 

consider the influence of both vertical and horizontal modes of interaction between relevant actors from 

different levels (local, regional, national and international) on the local organization of reception and 

integration of refugees.   

The comprehensive relational model will be gradually developed through a process of continuous inductive 

anthropological research of local responses to the arrival of forced migrants (Però, 2005). This is expected 

to initially result in the identification of a large number of relevant actors and structural factors shaping 

concrete local approaches to reception and integration. With the inclusion of new research sites, new 

variables of theoretical interest will be potentially identified. This gradual development of the model aims 

at producing two important outcomes. Firstly, it is expected to result in the identification of links between 

concrete constellations of actors/factors with certain local approaches to reception and integration. For 

this purpose, recurring instances of conjunctional causality with the same combination of causes will be 

traced. Secondly, the process of development of the model is also expected to reveal recurring causal 

mechanisms that operate within the black box of local migration governance in different cities upon the 

arrival and settlement of refugees. If these two expectations are met, the comprehensive relational model 

could provide empirically grounded insights for developing new and refining existing hypotheses in the 

field of migration studies at the local level. Additionally, the model could contribute in coping with the 

abovementioned issue of concept stretching in studies of local responses to immigration, through the 

development of new empirically informed concepts that will capture all nuances of the studied 

phenomenon. Finally, the ultimate purpose of the comprehensive relational model is to assist researchers 
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in the theorization of local responses to the arrival of forced migrants and the development of middle-

range theories with limited application in terms of geographical area and timeframe (Merton, 1968).  

A simplified overview of the main actors and structural factors influencing the local approach to reception 

and integration of asylum seekers and refugees is presented in Figure 1 below. The identified actors and 

factors are divided into four groups, each representing a separate opportunity structure for the locally 

arriving refugees. This prototype of the comprehensive relational model will be further developed with 

the evidence gathered from field research in more than 20 cities across six countries in the next two 

years3. In addition, insights from emerging research that uses similar grounded approaches to assess city 

responses to the arrival and settlement of refugees at the local level will be used to provide further 

empirical and theoretical evidence for the refinement of the model.  

Figure I. Comprehensive relational model for studying responses to the arrival and settlement of forced migrants 

 

Another benefit from the development of the comprehensive relational model is the opportunity for its 

application as an easy-to-use tool by researchers who study local responses to the arrival of forced 

migrants. More concretely, it can provide theoretically informed insights to migration scholars in the initial 

stage of their research. For example, after the initial probing and mapping of the main actors and structural 

factors present in a given “local realm of forced migration”, the researcher could use the model as a point 

of departure to identify potential configurations of causes that might produce a concrete outcome. On a 

larger scale, this approach can be used in tracing identical configurations across cities participating in 

                                                           
3 The comprehensive relational model will be developed with data from the NWO VICI Cities of Refuge research 
project http://citiesofrefuge.eu/   

http://citiesofrefuge.eu/
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certain national or transnational networks, which at least in theory are expected to have adopted similar 

approaches to reception and integration of refugees. In addition, based on the present configuration of 

actors and structural factors within a given locality, the model could also provide with cues for potential 

causal mechanisms that need to be more closely examined.  

On a final note, the comprehensive relational model will be able to travel from one local context to 

another, within and across countries. Moreover, it could be applied for the study of the same locality at 

different points in time. In regards to this, the model acknowledges the fact that local responses towards 

the arrival and settlement of forced migrants are not static, but rather can undergo significant changes 

under the influence of internal or external actors or structural factors (Papataxiarchis, 2018). 

The comprehensive relational model and process-tracing 

In practice the development of the comprehensive relational model will emerge through the accumulation 

of insights from within-case and cross-case studies of local level responses to the arrival and settlement 

of forced migrants in different contexts. The purpose, however, is not to accumulate descriptions, but to 

reveal explanations that will advance our understanding of the phenomenon. I argue that researchers 

engaging in the study of local responses to (forced) migration can benefit greatly by applying a process-

tracing technique (Collier, 2011; George & Bennett, 2005; Vennesson, 2008). Process-tracing is a procedure 

for identifying steps in a causal process (complex interactions between the multiple actors and factors in the 

local governance of reception and integration) leading to the outcome of a given dependent variable (local 

approach of reception and integration) of a particular case (in a concrete city) in a particular historical context 

(e.g. during the last years of refugee crisis) (George & Bennett, 2005, p. 176). It has been widely used in 

(comparative) case studies across a range of subfield in political science, for the identification of causal 

mechanisms operating within a given unit of analysis and producing a concrete outcome of interest 

(Bennett & Checkel, 2014). Despite its multiple advantages, process-tracing has been so far underutilized 

in studies on the local level of migration governance.  

I argue that the use of process-tracing could in a unique way help researchers meet the challenges emerging 

from the complexization, adhocracy and NGO-ization in the field of migration governance. Therefore, it 

represents a valuable methodological tool not only for the development of the comprehensive relational 

model, but also for the research of local responses to immigration in general. More concretely, building 

upon the work of George and Bennett (2005), I argue that process-tracing:   

 Helps address the problem of causal complexity. As already noted, multiple actors and structural 

factors from different levels can contribute to shaping the local response to immigration. The 
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complex interactions between them ultimately produce the outcome of research interest. As a 

result, it can be expected that there might be multiple causal paths leading to the same result, 

often referred to as the problem of equifinality. Process-tracing can help the researcher overcome 

this issue, through the identification of the underlying causal mechanism(s) producing the outcome, 

rather than focusing solely on the constellation of necessary conditions leading to the occurrence 

of the outcome.  

 Recognizes the importance of the context. Each locality has its contextual characteristics that make 

it to a certain extent unique. How does one account for the potential causal link between such 

contextual characteristics and the local approach to reception and integration? Process-tracing 

serves also this goal, since it helps identify even highly contextual factors with causal capacity.  

 Has a heuristic function. Process-tracing can help with the generation of new explanatory variables 

or hypotheses on the basis of a sequence of events observed inductively in case studies. Of direct 

relevance here is the notion of adhocracy discussed above, and the potential for failing to account 

for the role of an important actor or a structural factor influencing the outcome at the local level. 

Examples can be actors that are unexpectedly involved in the reception and integration, 

transnational relationships (such as participation in city networks) that serve as channels for the 

exchange of expertise between local actors, important events that resulted in drastic changes of 

the local approach, but remained out of the media spotlight, etc.  

 Allows for the collection of different types of data and the use of different data gathering techniques. 

When applying process-tracing, the researcher can rely on both quantitative and qualitative data, 

gathered from various sources - legal and policy documents, interviews with important actors, 

demographic and labor market statistics, newspaper articles, etc. This provides the researcher the 

necessary flexibility to identify the various nodes composing potential causal mechanisms 

operating within the unit of analysis. Importantly, process-tracing also allows the researcher to 

obtain a longitudinal evidence for the examined case, rather than focusing on the situation only at 

a given moment.  

Conclusion 

In this article I suggested the development of a comprehensive relational model for the study of city 

responses to the arrival and settlement of refugees. I have argued that forced migration research which 

focuses on the local level needs innovation and greater opening to new analytical approaches in order to 

meet the methodological and conceptual challenges that have emerged from the increased complexity, 

adhocracy and NGO-ization in migration governance. The complex local realities observed during the 
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recent refugee crisis in many European cities have created the need for moving beyond common two-

variable hypotheses and starting a quest for recurring causal combinations across different places. My 

argument is that explanations of differences between local responses should focus on assessing the effect 

of different configurations of actors and structural factors on the local approaches to the reception and 

integration of refugees. This does not mean, however, that one should just search for the ingredients and 

proportions, or for the recipe producing a welcoming or an exclusionary city. In order to understand why 

cities respond differently to the arrival and settlement of forced migrants, one should open the black box 

of migration governance at the local level and search for the “nuts and bolts” that put into action the 

complex causal mechanisms producing the concrete outcome (Elster, 1983, p. 24). The development of 

the comprehensive relational model, could assist in these tasks by providing a grounded understanding of, 

firstly, recurring configurations of actors and structural factors producing particular types of city 

responses, and secondly, recurring causal mechanisms within these types of city responses. As a result, 

the model could serve as a foundation for the typological theorizing of local responses to the arrival of 

forced migrants. Finally, the development of the comprehensive relational model could also assist in coping 

with the issue of increased conceptual vagueness in the study of migration governance at the local level.  

The recent refugee crisis in Europe brought to light two important trends. Firstly, it demonstrated that 

cities have become the reservoir of global challenges in migration governance. Despite of the importance 

of the actions of actors from the international, national and regional levels, cities have become de facto 

the managers of reception and integration of forced migrants in many places. Different localities, however, 

even within the same country, do not respond to forced migration in the same way. In addition, even 

though there is a significant variance in the observed responses, plenty of commonalities between city 

responses across different countries can also be identified. Both these phenomena still need a more 

elaborated explanation. Secondly, the refugee crisis also provoked a discussion on the issue of forced 

migration to Europe, revealing that it should be viewed as a structural phenomenon, rather than as an 

emergency. Despite the common efforts of the governments of many EU member states, it is unlikely that 

the arrivals of forced migrants to Europe will decrease in the long run. Thus, European cities will continue 

to be the sites where the complex system of migration governance manifests its ultimate results. Migration 

research therefore will have to respond to the challenge of providing a better understanding of the 

observed differences between local responses to the arrival of refugees. The adoption of new approaches 

and the development of new analytical tools assisting migration scholars in this endeavor is undoubtedly 

an urgent need to be met. In this respect, the comprehensive relational model proposed in this paper 

could be viewed as a small, but still important step in this direction.  
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