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To continue and update our database 
of European DSI projects in the field of 
integration, we started off by reaching 
out to all of the DSI4EU consortium 
partners for information on projects 
in their countries or the neighbouring 
region. With some additional desk 
research (including keyword-based 
search for online and offline publications, 
and monitoring of Facebook groups, 
Twitter and Slack channels) we obtained 
a more complete picture of the project 
landscape in Europe and then looked at 
patterns and analysed which topics and 

challenges were mostly addressed by the 
projects. In addition to tapping into our 
existing networks, we started reaching 
out to European projects we considered 
promising for interviews and meetups. 
We also spoke to German projects and 
asked them about the extent of their 
networks beyond Germany. Finally 
we attended several conferences and 
workshops, took part in panels and 
presented our work in order to broaden 
our network and get a sense of new 
developments, challenges and needs in 
the field of refugee tech in Europe.

DSI4EU aims to support the growth and 
scale of digital social innovation (DSI), 
tech for good and civic tech in Europe 
through a programme of policy, research 
and practical support.

This document, part of a series of 
introductory texts covering different social 
areas, gives an overview of the landscape, 
challenges and opportunities for DSI in 
the field of migration and integration. 
It also includes preliminary policy 

recommendations which will form the 
basis of our policy engagement over the 
coming year. 

This text was written by Lavinia 
Schwedersky and Ben Mason at 
betterplace lab and edited by Matt Stokes 
and Codrina Cretu at Nesta.

Visit digitalsocial.eu/open-data-research-
and-resources to find the other texts in 
this series. Read more about DSI4EU at 
digitalsocial.eu/about-the-project.

Methodology

Introduction
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In the summer of 2015, the extraordinary 
wave of digital projects launched in 
response to the so called “refugee 
crisis” appeared to herald a new era for 
DSI: more dynamic, more responsive, 
more mainstream. The burst of projects 
launched in late 2015 and early 2016 was 
unique in the history of DSI.

But in the past few months it appears 
that the extraordinary character of this 
area has faded and DSI activity levels are 
now more in line with other social fields. 

During the period of peak refugee 
arrivals in 2015-16, which received 
widespread media coverage 
and prompted much of the civic 
engagement, both online and offline, the 
focus was on the short-term challenges 
of receiving newcomers. These were 
mostly logistical in nature, such as 
platforms for coordinating volunteers 
and in-kind donations, providing 
orientation information for people new 
in a city, and providing accommodation 
through DSI projects such as 
“Flüchtlinge Willkommen” (Refugees 

Welcome). Over time we have observed 
a shift from these immediate concerns 
after arrival to longer-term dimensions 
of integration, such as education and 
training, community integration and 
participation, language learning and – 
above all – labour market integration, 
which includes the recognition of already 
acquired skills, job-matching platforms, 
incubators and coding schools.

The technologies most widely used are 
apps and online platforms; there have 
been some experiments with emerging 
technologies (such as Building Blocks, 
a blockchain based project launched by 
the World Food Programme in a refugee 
camp in Jordan); and there is now a 
Europe-wide network of refugee coding 
schools based in Germany, Austria, the 
UK, the Netherlands, Denmark and 
Finland. 

Germany remains a hotspot of activities. 
During the peak of  what we called the 
“explosion phase” from mid-2015 to the 
beginning of 2016, there were on average 
four new projects launching in Germany 

Chatterbox matches refugee talent in 
the field of language skills with with 
opportunities to provide  tutoring for 
individuals, education providers, and 
workplaces.

Chatterbox provides training opportunities 
for refugees to use their different languages 
as an asset to be used on the labour market, 
earn a living and support others in their 
learning. On the other hand, the enterprise 
provides engaging language learning 
services for individuals, education providers 
and workplaces. Ultimately, Chatterbox 
matches under-utilised refugee talent 
with opportunities in the demand for their 
language skills. 

There are over 117,000 people with refugee 
status living in the UK. Despite having above 

average levels of education and training, 
refugees in our society are much more 
likely to be unemployed and in poverty. 
Meanwhile, the UK is suffering from a deficit 
in language skills that costs the economy 
an estimated £48 billion in missed trading 

Overview of the field

CHATTERBOX

Image: wearechatterbox.org

https://volunteer-planner.org/
https://www.fluechtlinge-willkommen.de/en/
https://innovation.wfp.org/project/building-blocks
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each week! By mid 2017, betterplace 
lab’s database listed around 120 projects 
in Germany alone. But not many new 
projects have been launched since then. 
What followed the “explosion phase” was 
a period of consolidation with a focus on 
financial stability and building strong 
partnerships. Some of the initiatives 
never managed to find financially stable 
footing and closed. Shifting needs have 
also meant that a number of projects 
were not as relevant anymore and were 
eventually discontinued. Other projects 
realised that their efforts and resources 
would be of more use if they merged 
with similar projects.  

Within Germany, activity is highly 
concentrated in Berlin. There are 
several reasons for this: one is the 
existence of a well-established and 
thriving tech start-up scene in Berlin, 
providing infrastructure and networking 
opportunities for new DSI projects as 
well as a large pool of people with IT 
skills and digital mindsets; another is 
the self-reinforcing cluster effect, where 
the existence of a few similar projects 
increases the probability of others 
following their example. 

Our database lists around 85 DSI for 

integration projects in the rest of Europe. 
Outside Germany, we have found most 
activity in the Netherlands and the UK.  
The character of the projects reflects 
the national context with regard to 
migration and refugee policy. In the 
UK, for example, there was a noticeable 
surge in DSI projects in response to 
the “refugee crisis” even though only a 
small proportion of the refugees actually 
arrived in the UK. As a consequence, 
these British projects tended to have 
more of an advocacy focus (such as 
Techfugees), or were intended to be 
deployed elsewhere. The issue of labour 
market integration plays a role here as 
well and is for example addressed by 
the project Chatterbox, where displaced 
people are trained to teach their native 
languages online and in-person. 

In the Netherlands, where the number 
of arrivals was higher than in the UK, the 
projects’ focus is broader, ranging again 
from labour market integration, like 
Incubators for Immigrants or the coding 
school Hack Your Future, to apps and 
platform to obtain information on the 
Dutch welfare and legal system, such as 
NL Help U, or to find out about flatshares 
and housing. We have found little or no 
activity in countries like Greece, Malta 

opportunities. Using online booking tools 
and video classrooms, tutoring is easily 
accessible from everywhere in the world.

Mursal Hedayat, Chatterbox founder, 
came to the UK as a refugee and saw her 
mother, a civil engineer, struggling to find 
a job. Despite her international experience, 
speaking four languages including English 
fluently, she was facing the challenge of how 
to use her talent in a new context, as many 
other talented members of the community 
still do today.

The solution Mursal came up with is to train 
and employ displaced people to teach their 
native languages in the booming online and 
in-person language learning industry.

The hourly rate they charge for tutoring 
provides an income for refugees at the Living 
Wage foundation rates in the UK and above 

and also funds the project’s operations. 50 
per cent of their revenues and profits are 
reinvested in activities benefiting refugee 
employment.

This solution aims to provide meaningful 
employment for refugees whilst changing 
the language skills shortage estimated 
to cost the UK economy about 3.5 per 
cent of GDP. This two-way mechanism for 
integration helps us see refugees as an asset 
rather than a burden on host communities. 
Therefore, as an additional impact, 
Chatterbox aims to change the conversation 
around refugees by highlighting the 
significant untapped talent in the refugee 
community.

Website:  https://wearechatterbox.org 

Twitter: @WeAreChatterbox 

http://bit.ly/refugee-tech
http://bit.ly/refugee-tech
https://wearechatterbox.org/
http://incubatorsforimmigrants.com/
http://incubatorsforimmigrants.com/
https://www.nlhelpu.nl/
https://wearechatterbox.org
https://twitter.com/WeAreChatterbox
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or Cyprus, where the highest numbers 
of refugee arrivals were recorded last 
year. While we have little solid evidence 
of why this is, we can hypothesise two 
main reasons. Firstly, these countries 
have a less developed civic tech scene. 
Secondly, most refugees don’t end 
up staying in those countries, and the 
focus of the assistance therefore lies on 
emergency and temporary care. Indeed, 
the few projects we did identify in these 
places focused on coordination and 
delivery of humanitarian assistance. 

There was considerable heterogeneity in 
terms of who was starting DSI projects 
in Germany. The arresting images in 
the media of hundreds of thousands 
of refugees in need spurred many 
people into action who had no previous 
engagement either with DSI or with 
issues around asylum or migration.  
While encouraging, this also meant that 
many projects showed a certain level 
of naivety regarding the complexities 
of integration, leading to misguided 

or simplistic solutions. To give just two 
examples, we saw a carsharing-app 
intended to help refugees catch a ride 
with locals, alongside several attempts 
to map all existing support services for 
refugees which did not plan for how to 
keep the information up to date, and 
which neglected the fact that most 
newcomers don’t search for that kind 
of information online. Now there is 
increasing awareness of the need for 
target-group engagement, co-creation 
and diversity within operational teams, 
leading to solutions more closely tailored 
to the actual needs of migrants and 
newcomers. 

We are also witnessing a trend towards 
opening up DSI products initially aimed 
solely at refugees and migrants to 
other socially disadvantaged groups. 
The project HiMate, for example, offers 
free vouchers for cultural activities 
to increase social integration. This is 
a highly welcome development, as 
services created specifically for refugees, 

 NL HELP U
NL Help U is an app that helps refugees 
that were granted asylum in the 
Netherlands to integrate in Dutch society.

The NL Help U app 
contains information 
about several services like 
DigiD (the government’s 
identity management 
platform), social welfare 
payments, bank accounts 
and health insurance. 
This helps in finding 
out what kind of social 

services should be considered, and how they 
can be arranged.

Refugees arriving in a new country have 
to manage several documents in a foreign 
language, not knowing which one is more 
relevant than the other. Often social workers 
do not have the time to explain or even 
translate every document in detail. Therefore 
refugees sometimes bring all documents 
they own to every appointment, with the 

need to look through all of them in order to 
identify the right one. 

The first steps for a refugee or migrant 
to get started in a new city are often very 
bureaucratic, including accessing social 
welfare, signing up for health insurance,  and 
registering for the DigiD service. 

Many of these services require a number of 
documents to be provided by the applicant. 
The app allows the user to take pictures of 
the documents and store them locally on the 
phone. This keeps track of the documents 
and allows them to be emailed in order 
for the application to be processed. This 
can either be done by the user, or by the 
‘assistant’ of the user.

It is astonishing how quickly after identifying 
the problem the app was built. It is being 
continuously improved and updated with 
the help of the software development 
platform GitHub. The app provides a user 
friendly surface and easily digestible 
information and orientation to navigate a 
new environment a new system.

Website: https://www.nlhelpu.nl/

Im
a

g
e:

 n
lh

el
p

u
.n

l

https://himate.org/en
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in particular those with a name that 
contains some form of play on the 
word refugee (Devugees, Difugees, 
Mapfugees, Refuchat or Refoodges, 
just to name a few), may actually have 
the effect of isolating refugees by 
treating them differently from the rest 
of the population and giving them the 
impression that they’re being defined 
only by their asylum status. 

Overall DSI in this field has moved from 
a highly reactive approach, responding 
to emergency needs by creating tools 
to bring structure into apparent chaos, 
to being more focused, adaptive and 
proactive.  Today only a handful of the 
120 listed projects seem to still be active, 
but this is also a result of the maturing 
of the field. A number of projects with 
proven impact have now managed 
to better adapt their approaches to 
the needs of their target group and 
achieve financial stability; others have 
realised that the tools they built aren’t 
needed anymore in the current context 
or that someone else has come up 
with a better solution to the problem 
they were trying to address and have 
thus discontinued or merged their 
projects. One example of that is the job-
matching platform Workeer, which was 
discontinued last year, while another 
platform, migranthire, merged with 
Jobs4Refugees. 

From the early days there were 
spontaneous impulses towards self-
organisation: Slack channels and 
Facebook groups where this community 
started exchanging ideas, and several 
open databases (including our own 
at betterplace lab) to keep track of 
the growing number of projects. This 
dynamic self-organisation has slowly 
given way to more established networks 
and more conventional modes of 
exchange and cooperation. The annual 
“Techfugees Summit”, for instance, has 
become a fixture for the international 
DSI community working in this area to 
come together.

FLÜCHTLINGE   
  WILLKOMMEN

Flüchtlinge Willkommen tries to offer 
refugees spare rooms in flatshares  to 
address the problem of overcrowded 
refugee camps or shelters.

Flüchtlinge Willkommen (Refugees 
Welcome) provides assistance on issues 
of co-habitation and financial solutions 
for refugees wanting to live in private 
accommodation. Refugees looking for a 
room and people who have a spare room in a 
shared flat can register on the platform and 
will then be matched.

With their project, Flüchtlinge Willkommen 
is criticising German housing policies that 
force refugees into camps and shelters 
where they lack personal space and are 
subject to marginalisation.  Through their 
initiative, Flüchtlinge Willkommen wants to 
lobby for decentralised housing solutions for 
refugees as well as to contribute to an open 
and welcoming society. One of their core 
values as an organisation is the principle that 
no one is illegal. 

Flüchtlinge Willkommen is a non-profit and 
the core team is financed through donations 
and grants. Financial stability has therefore 
been an important challenge from the 
beginning. The project’s success depends 
on people’s willingness to rent their spare 
rooms out to refugees. Therefore, the public 
opinion and presence of refugee related 
topics in the media are directly linked to the 
level of people’s engagement. For example 
after the terrorist attacks in Paris in late 2015, 
donations and the number of volunteers saw 
a sudden and sharp decline. The project is 
thus reliant on visibility and positive news 
coverage.  So far Flüchtlinge Willkommen 
has matched 424 people across Germany 
and 1220 internationally. 
 
Website: fluechtlinge-willkommen.de/en/ 
 
Twitter: @FlchtlngWllkmmn 

https://workeer.de/
https://www.jobs4refugees.org/
http://bit.ly/refugee-tech
http://bit.ly/refugee-tech
 https://www.fluechtlinge-willkommen.de/en/
https://twitter.com/FlchtlngWllkmmn
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Funding

DSI in this field was enabled above 
all through an impressive wave of 
engagement of people from a variety 
of backgrounds wanting to help. Most 
of this would not have been possible 
without people’s willingness to put in 
their free time for their projects. With 
few exceptions, the digital projects in 
our records were initially started on a 
volunteer basis. From here, they took 
various paths. Some stayed as volunteer 
projects, some obtained stipends and 
other forms of seed funding, some 
managed to win public grants or launch 
partnerships with corporations or 
philanthropic  foundations.

Nevertheless, funding has always been, 
and still is, a huge issue. While there 
were numerous incubators, hubs and 
accelerators where projects could obtain 
small amounts of funding paired with 
co-working spaces and coaching, a lack 
of longer-term funding opportunities 
was criticised by new initiatives. Overall 

there has been a mismatch on the topic 
of financing: although very significant 
governmental and philanthropic funding 
has been committed to integration 
measures, the funding structures and 
vehicles are mostly ill-suited for the 
nature and needs of DSI projects. This is 
mainly due to the experimental nature 
of the field and the fact that there is as of 
yet no history of impactful projects upon 
which to base future funding decisions.  
As a consequence projects have on the 
whole struggled to put their work on a 
financially sustainable footing. 

Relationships with civil society 

In Germany the surge of DSI for 
integration projects has stirred up 
civil society and has created space for 
new forms of civic engagement. The 
acute strain placed on civil society 
organisations in 2015-16 opened many 
people’s eyes to the need to create 
more resilient structures. Hence 
there is a relatively new receptiveness 
within many civil society organisations 

Emerging policy recommendations 

Opportunities and challenges 

ReDI School of Digital Integration is 
providing newcomers with valuable digital 
skills and a strong network of tech leaders, 
students and alumni to help create new 
opportunities for all.

The idea of ReDI School was sparked by a large 
number of IT-talented newcomers in a refugee 
home in Berlin. The founding team quickly 
realized that these eager to learn  individuals 
could, if given the right opportunities, 
successfully contribute to German society by 
helping to fill the shortfall of skilled workers in 
the IT sector. Since its inception, the school’s 
main objective has been to provide interested 
students with digital skills and a network in the 
IT sector, enhancing newcomers’ employability. 
As an added value, projects emphasize the 

importance of self-confidence and a sense of 
community, as evident in teaching methods.

Programmes encompass a range of courses 
and workshops across various branches of 
software development. Each typically three 
months in length, they use MOOC content 
from the main international providers, 
combined with teaching support provided by 
a network of over 100 volunteer teachers.  A 
crucial element in ReDI’s model has been its 
connection with private sector companies, 
which provides not only financial support but 
also a pathway to internships and ultimately 
employment for students. Ideally, ReDI would 
like to be to be accredited by the German 
National Employment Agency as an official 
provider of vocational training. This would 

REDI
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and private sector companies and 
networks to explore and work with DSI. 
The Norwegian Refugee Council, for 
example, is currently setting up a new 
“Digital Transformation Unit” in Berlin, 
a process they describe as “a mission to 
radically rethink how technology is put 
to the service of millions of people.”

But even with this new openness, 
introducing digital approaches into 
the integration process entails many 
challenges. The potential of using 
digital tools in integration measures is 
still viewed with a level of scepticism 
by some established civil society 
organisations and is not yet perceived 
as a mainstream part of their work. 
Partnering between newer DSI projects 
and established organisations or 
the public sector is hindered by the 
inherently different ways of working, 
value systems and needs, all of which 
make communication and mutual 
understanding difficult. So far, DSI 
projects still operate rather separately 
and overall DSI remains a fringe topic 
within the policy discourse about 
integration.

Policy developments and public 
discourse

The number of newcomers arriving is 
highly dependent on exogenous factors 
such as the agreement between the 
EU and Turkey. The arrival of smaller 
numbers of refugees fundamentally 
changes the nature of the challenges as 
the balance shifts between the short-
term needs of arrival and the long-term 
needs of integration. Both the level of 
media attention and the tone being 
struck in the coverage are crucial for 
the work of DSI in this field. With fewer 
refugees making it to Europe, as well as 
an apparent shift in the discourse and 
public opinion leaning more towards 
isolation and border protection, the 
attention has dropped drastically. This 
has in particular impacted projects 
that rely on donations and volunteers, 
but also those working with the private 
sector. 

The coding school ReDI, for example, 
received publicity visits from Angela 
Merkel and Mark Zuckerberg in 2015 
and 2017, as well as significant media 
attention, which helped them build 

open up state subsidies as a sustainable source 
of financing. But this is proving difficult to 
accomplish, due to the associated bureaucracy.

Taking into account that many newcomers are 
facing numerous challenges such as language 
classes, family commitments, insecurity about 

their status as well as special psychosocial 
needs, the coding school has created flexible 
and adaptable programmes. 
For example, a special programme particularly 
tailored to women caters to childcare needs 
and family commitments, providing female 
students with daycare, as well as introducing 
them to a network of women in tech, 
opportunities for internships and contacts with 
potential employers.

ReDI currently has 316 active students, on top 
of 384 alumni. In a survey of alumni in which 112 
people participated, 57% were in a job, while a 
further 28% were enrolled in higher education

Twitter: @ReDISchool

Website: https://www.redi-school.org/ 

Image: redi-school.org

https://www.nrc.no/
https://www.redi-school.org/
https://twitter.com/ReDISchool
https://www.redi-school.org/
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strong partnerships with the private 
sector. 

For many other projects creating 
space for dialogue and subsequent 
cooperation and partnerships proved 
to be more challenging. While a 
strong network was built among DSI 
for integration projects themselves, 
collaborations with established 
organisations and the public sector were 
the exception at first. In the beginning, 
financial support and partnerships 

supporting early stage DSI projects 
came mostly from private sector 
companies such as Google or Cisco.

Most of the coding schools, like ReDI 
and the Digital Career Institute, as 
well as projects like GoVolunteer, have 
managed to stabilise their activities by 
building a strong network and a broad 
funding base, by opening their services 
to a broader range of people, and by 
constantly adapting their product to 
meet the needs of the target group. 

Emerging policy recommendations
The field of DSI for integration would 
currently benefit from adapting and 
scaling existing approaches that are 
already creating impact, the goal being 
to end up with a handful of tested ideas 
and approaches that can be rolled out in 
different contexts all over Europe.  This 
would help avoid fragmentation and  
rising numbers of unsustainable short 
term projects.

The public sector, the private sector and 

foundations should therefore provide 
more agile and longer term funding 
opportunities to the most promising 
existing initiatives instead of funding yet 
another stipend or incubator program. 

Mass migration and integration will 
remain the defining challenges for 
decades to come. It is therefore crucial 
to tap into all possible resources to 
make this process as efficient and 
inclusive as possible. Turning to DSI 

Kiron Open Higher Education is a German 
non-profit organization, founded in March 
2015, with a mission to enable access to 
higher education and successful learning for 
refugees through digital solutions. 

Through an innovative model of blended 
learning, Kiron offers tailor-made curricula 
clustering Massive Open  Online Courses 
(MOOCs) from renowned educational 
platforms like Coursera and edX so that 
refugees can start studying regardless of their 
asylum status. The courses offered through 
Kiron are entirely free of charge and accessible 
via the learning platform ‘Kiron Campus.’ 
Through strong partnerships with accredited 

universities worldwide, students have the 
opportunity to finish their studies offline with 
the goal of earning a regular bachelor’s degree.

Kiron focuses on scalability of its digital 
solutions to higher education worldwide 
ensuring cost-efficient operations. Impact is 
measured on three dimensions: study success, 
university transfer and scaling success (i.e. 
being able to offer a better service to more 
students worldwide). So far, 3000 students are 
currently studying on their online platform, 
Kiron Campus, with completion rates  that are 
significantly higher than average online course 
completion rates (29% versus 2-10%). In 2017, 30 
students were accepted to German Universities 

KIRON

https://digitalcareerinstitute.org/
https://govolunteer.com/
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approaches as a valuable add-on to 
existing structures will be inevitable. 
The aforementioned approaches by 
organisations like the World Food 
Programme and The Norwegian 
Refugee Council are good examples of 
what this increased openness could look 
like, how established stakeholders can 
rethink the way they operate and how 
DSI can make their work more efficient. 

As integration is a process that happens 
locally, this could be a promising 
approach to be taken on at the city level 
as well – introducing DSI into integration 
measures at the municipal level as well 
as supporting grassroots activities which 
foster DSI in this field. This will require 
more space for dialogue, co-creation 
and cooperations between newer and 
established stakeholders.

and are now continuing their studies in various 
locations. Most students come from Syria 
(40%), but also Afghanistan, Somalia and Sudan 
are among the countries of origin, while Kiron 
has offices in Germany, Jordan and Lebanon.

Kiron offers coherent core curricula in five 
different, work relevant study tracks (Business 
and Economics, Social Work, Political Science, 
Mechanical Engineering, and Computer 
Science) which combine asynchronous MOOCs 
with synchronous tutorials provided by Kiron 
Direct Academics. In other words, Kiron 

students can attend courses and assessments 
that accompany the MOOCs and support 
them in achieving their academic goals. 
Furthermore, Kiron students become part of 
an interactive on- and offline community and 
get the opportunity to enrol in prep courses for 
specific study tracks, general skills, or language 
learning. 
 
Twitter: @KironEducation

Website: https://kiron.ngo/ 

Image: Kiron.ngo

https://twitter.com/kironeducation
https://kiron.ngo/ 
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DSI4EU aims to support the growth and scale of digital social innovation 
(DSI), tech for good and civic tech in Europe through a programme of 
policy, research and practical support.
This document, part of a series of introductory texts covering different 
social areas, gives an overview of the landscape, challenges and 
opportunities for DSI in the field of migration and integration. It also 
includes preliminary policy recommendations which will form the basis of 
our policy engagement over the coming year. 
This text was written by Lavinia Schwedersky and Ben Mason at 
betterplace lab and edited by Matt Stokes and Codrina Cretu at Nesta.
Visit digitalsocial.eu/open-data-research-and-resources to find the other 
texts in this series. Read more about DSI4EU at digitalsocial.eu/about-the-
project.
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http://digitalsocial.eu/about-the-project
http://digitalsocial.eu/about-the-project

