Refugees’ situation
IN SWEDEN

Sweden has a long history of migration, experiencing its first remarkable waves of immigration after the Second World War,
between 1940 and 1970. Only a few years ago, between 2015 and 2017, however, Sweden experienced an immigration peak
(Swedish Institute, 2020), which has led to remarkable challenges for immigrants and refugees’ integration.
In order to halt the immigration flux and provide for those who were already in the country, the Swedish government embraced
a wide range of policy changes, tightening border controls and adopting the minimum EU level of asylum seekers. As a result
of this strategy, in 2019, out of 272 million migrants worldwide, 116,000 or so came to Sweden, most of them with Syrian origins.
According to the UNHCR (2020), Sweden has made exceptional commitments to worldwide outcast insurance during the
previous years, providing a well-established asylum and reception system, a long-standing commitment to refugee
resettlement, and comprehensive integration efforts. The UNHCR and the global community recognise that ‘Sweden is a strong
voice for greater solidarity and responsibility sharing and for fair EU asylum policies and practices in line with international
standards to ensure that refugees receive the protection they deserve in Europe’ (UNHCR, 2020:1). Yet, research conducted by
the Swedish non-profit youth organisation Kompetenta Unga (2020) suggests that there is still much more that can be done
to facilitate refugees’ integration in Swedish society.

Causes of migration
According to the UNHCR (2010), there are various reasons for the increasing numbers of human mobility in the world. Some
of the most common are the search for better work opportunities, a better quality of life, the escape from war and conflicts,
forced displacement, and income disparities.
Kompententa Unga’s survey (2020) interviewed 25 refugees coming from a variety of Swedish cities (Stockholm, Gothenburg,
Halmstad, Boras, Ronneby, Malmo, Angered, Knivsta, and Hudiksvall), investigating what reasons brought them to Sweden,
what were the challenges, needs, and lacking support services during their integrations process.
To answer the question “Why did you leave your country?”, most of the interviewees claimed that they decided to move
to Sweden to escape from conflicts and persecution, but many also chose to leave their countries to have better life
opportunities and reunite with their family members and/or support them financially.

Specifically, many respondents had issues in living in their home countries because of political and religious persecution,
as well as a general instability and unsafety caused by war and conflicts. Hence, they are de facto refugees, as they were
compelled to flee a bad situation in their home country and seek protection in a new country. Furthermore, as stated in
the UNHCR refugee’s definition, the 14 respondents who left their home countries due to conflicts and/or prosecution have
a well-founded fear or risk of prosecution and cannot seek protection within their own countries. On the other hand, those

interviewees who moved to Sweden to reunite with their family members, support them, and find better living conditions
(related to employability and studying possibilities), did not have their lives at risk and chose to migrate voluntarily.
Despite the remarkable differences between the reasons that pushed the survey’s respondents to migrate, they all shed light
on some of the most common issues refugees face in their native countries and suggest what kind of support is needed to
assist them effectively in the hosting countries.

Main problems related to
the integration
IN SWEDEN

In most OECD countries, migrants face more difficulties in finding employment compared to their native-born. Sweden is
no exception in this respect, and indeed the gaps are larger than elsewhere. The unequal distribution of education and the
large disparities in employment between immigrants and native-born put Sweden among the worst performers in the OECD
(OECD, 2014). Thus, even if Sweden is regarded as one of the leading European examples of efficient migrants’ integration,
there is still room for improvement, especially if considering the remarkable differences in the quality of life between migrants

and natives.
OECD research (2014) suggests that some of the main challenges that migrants face when integrating into the Swedish
society are the structural differences in education and market place between Sweden and the native country, language
barrier, discrimination, and the lack of networking opportunities. Similar results were found amongst the 24 respondents of
Kompetenta Unga’s survey.

As the graph shows, most interviewees found employment opportunities and language barriers as being the most challenging
issues when trying to integrate into Swedish society. In fact, according to OECD (2014), employment rates among the loweducated lag nearly 25 percentage points behind the native-born, and many of them have jobs requiring less than their
formal education level. These outcomes partially depend on the composition of the migrant population, as many refugees
and migrants come from countries with failing education systems that lack even basic qualifications and skills and struggle
more than standard learners in learning a new language.
Many respondents also highlighted the acceptance of the Swedish community as being another major obstacle for
integration. However, by responding to the question ‘what support did you lack when integrating?’, more patterns arose,
showing other kinds of issues migrants face without feeling supported by the Swedish integration system.
Specifically, even though not many respondents see psychological issues as being an obstacle for their integration, they
still believe that psychological support was one of the most remarkable absent services. On the other hand, coherently with
the need to be more accepted by the Swedish society, interviewees would have appreciated more community activities to

enable networking opportunities and socialisation both with other migrants and native-born.

Available tools and
methodologies

FOR TEACHING YOUTH WORKERS ABOUT THE INVOLVEMENT OF REFUGEES

In order to improve the collaboration with the youth and get to know the existing tools and methodologies to their formation,
Kompetenta Unga integrated the aforementioned survey with questions aimed at the youth living in Sweden.
The 59 respondents were originally from many countries around the world, but they all lived in Sweden during the time of the
survey. Most of them showed sympathy for refugees’ living conditions, as well as an appropriate general understanding of
what being a refugee means and what are the needs and challenges refugees may experience.
Furthermore, according to the survey’s results, the majority of the young interviewees (57%) stated to have a positive opinion
about Sweden’s acceptance of refugees and asylum seekers. This data can either mean that they are satisfied with Sweden’s
choice of accepting refugees and asylum seekers in the country or that they are happy with overall Sweden’s acceptance
and integration performance.

24% of the respondents claimed to be neutral, while 19% of them had a negative opinion. Many youngsters from the last group
also seemed to have a quite negative attitude towards refugees and asylum seekers in Sweden in their totality.

Kompetenta Unga’s
contribution
TO YOUTH WORKERS TRAINING

As a youth organisation, Kompetenta Unga’s main target group is the youth, especially youngsters with fewer opportunities,
such as asylum-seekers and minority groups.
By organizing various non-formal education activities, KU gives these youngsters a chance to express their knowledge and
share experiences and ideas in order to promote social cohesion and diversity. The main staff of the youth organisation
Kompetenta Unga (KU) has worked for refugees’ integration in youth work in Halland, Gothenburg (incl. Mölndal), and abroad
for more than 3 years already.
Additionally, the organisation is in contact with local migrant communities and unites more than 20 volunteers, who are keen
to organise integration activities for them.

Mainly, the organisation aims to:
- Raise awareness about the European Union’s values and its educational programs;
- Promote self-fulfilment and personal development of young people through educational programmes provided by the
European Union;
- Improve the quality of life of asylum-seekers and migrant communities by working on integration through youth work;
- Promote active participation of young people with fewer opportunities and to develop different ways to ensure their impact
on the local community by using non-formal education and intercultural learning methods;
- Provide volunteering opportunities for young people in order to develop their skills and competencies by making a positive
impact on society.

In order to achieve these goals, KU deals with a wide range of activities, such as:
- Education activities (projects based on non-formal education methodology; focused on refugee integration, youth
employability, tackling racism and xenophobia, promoting human rights principles);
- Cultural events (conferences, seminars, cultural evenings);
- Intercultural activities (programmes and projects of youth mobility, education on international topics, promotion of different
cultures).

Mindsets to help migrants
feel more welcome
IN SWEDEN

Refugees point of view
In the survey, refugees were asked what services helped them to feel more integrated in society. Most respondents agreed on
the fact that family and friends played a significant role in supporting their integration process, and many others recognised
language learning as being the most important service available for integration, alongside the opportunity of having a job.

Youth and Youth workers opinion
According to the conducted survey, youth workers believe that the main challenges for the integration of refugees in society
are: employment/career opportunities, language barriers, social acceptance, citizenship rights, psychological challenges,
and access to accommodations.
In order to fight against these challenges, they identified a wide range of supporting programmes: SFI language courses,
free psychological support, mentorship and coaching programmes, university-related activities that engage with refugees,
government-funded courses to learn new skills, and host families are some examples. Yet, on the basis of refugees’ responses,
it seems that these services are not that popular and that many refugees do not even know they exist. Hence, it is clear that
even if supporting programmes are available, their distribution strategies need to be improved.
Youth workers suggest that psychological support programmes are mostly needed by children, teenagers, young adults,
senior citizens, and women. Additionally, they identify the following as the main measures to be implemented to support
refugees:
-

Creating more workplaces and facilitating refugees’ integration in the labour market

-

Encouraging the cooperation of Swedish communities with refugees groups

-

Educating and sensitizing the local communities about refugees and asylum seekers

-

Involving governmental institutions into more community initiatives

Another section of the survey had the purpose of investigating what skills young people should have in order to provide
support for the integration process. The same young respondents identified a range of skills in which they could be trained to
improve their relationship with migrants:

Soft Skills

Knowledges

Confidence

Psychological approach

Calmness

Law knowledge

Strength

Communication skills

Passion

IT skills

Devotion

Knowledge of some foreign languages

Compassion

Institutional work understanding

Listening skills

Ideas on how to best engage
refugees and youth
As the research and survey made by Kompetenta Unga illustrate, there are some discrepancies between refugees’ actual
lived experience and the support services and programmes that youth workers claim to exist.
Youth workers describe a great variety of programmes available for migrants’ integration, some of which promote cooperation
and integration of youngsters and refugees (university-related initiatives, language cafès, etc.). However, the letters do not
seem to know about their existence or, if they do, they indeed had difficulties in getting involved.
For these reasons, better dissemination strategies are needed, so that every person willing to participate in the available
programmes can easily do so. Furthermore, on the basis of both refugees, youngsters, and youth workers’ feedback, some
services need to be improved and/or developed.

For this purpose we have some ideas to best engage refugees and youth:
-

Volunteerism as a powerful community engagement tool - promote volunteer opportunities for both the youth

and migrants. By doing this, people with different ages and backgrounds will work close together, challenging their hidden
biases and exchanging cultural differences. Moreover, finding opportunities for refugees and host communities to volunteer
together will allow them to work as equals and ‘learn about each other, exchange ideas to improve their communities, and
more fully integrate refugees into their new communities.’ (Alkhairo, 2017)
-

Decolonise the curriculum - teach the youth about other countries’ history, especially extra-european ones.

Education leads to compassion (Alkhairo, 2017), and the more you know about people, the less foreign and dangerous they
seem. Teaching about the various migration waves, what has led people to migrate and so on, will allow younger generations
to challenge common stereotypes and be more inclusive. In this educational curriculum, migrants would have the chance to
join in as speakers, and play an active role in advocating for migrants’ rights, needs, and challenges.
-

Storytelling sessions - a space for migrants to tell stories about their lives, share the ways they came to the country,

and inform about traditions and culture in their native countries. These sessions would allow the migrants to express their
feelings and make their story known, as well as raising awareness and unity with young local people. This activity can be
carried out in person, through speaking and writing activities or using digital tools such as podcasts, videos, etc.
-

Language tandem - a free opportunity for migrants to learn the local language and for the youth to learn a wide

range of foreign languages. This will allow the two groups to closely interact with each other on an equal power relationship,
exchange skills and experiences, and maybe create a constructive friendship that challenges social segregation and cultural
biases.
-

Reflection circles - an opportunity for young people and migrants to share their life experiences, their feelings and

the challenges they are facing, thus offering the possibility of addressing them at both individual and group level. For these
reflection circles different tools can be used to break the ice and to reach deeper reflections (e.g.:Iceberg model).
-

Workshops - workshops of every kind aimed at learning new skills (i.e., playing an instrument, learning how to sew,

doing origamis) and develop social cohesion between local youth and migrants. Every person can lead a workshop, and
everyone can join it.
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