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Abstract
This paper will explore a model of best practice, the Leverkusen Model, as well as its 
impact on both the city and the refugees it serves by utilising key stakeholder inter-
views, civil servants, non-profits, and Syrian refugees living in Leverkusen. The core 
argument to be presented here is that the dynamic fluidity of the Leverkusen Model, 
where three bodies (government, Caritas, and the Refugee Council) collaborate to 
manage the governance responsibilities, allows for more expedited refugee integra-
tion into society. This paper utilises an analytical model of multi-level governance to 
demonstrate its functional processes and show why it can be considered a model of 
best practice. Started in 2002, the Leverkusen Model of refugee housing has not only 
saved the city thousands of euros per year in costs associated with refugee housing, 
but has aided in the cultivation of a very direct, fluid connection between government, 
civil society, and the refugees themselves. Leverkusen employs a different and novel 
governance structure of housing for refugees: with direct consultations with Caritas, 
the largest non-profit in Germany, as well as others, refugees who arrive in Leverkusen 
are allowed to search for private, decentralised housing from the moment they arrive, 
regardless of protection status granted by the German government. This paper fills a 
gap in the existing literature by addressing the adaptation of multi-level governance 
and collaborative governance in local refugee housing and integration management.

Keywords  Refugee integration · Refugee housing · Germany · Leverkusen · Multi-
level governance · Asylum housing

Introduction and Background

Nestled in an enclave between Cologne, Düsseldorf, and Wuppertal is Leverkusen, a 
mid-sized city best known as being the headquarters for multinational pharmaceuti-
cal giant Bayer, as well as home to Bundesliga football club Bayer Leverkusen. Its 
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layout engenders the feeling of bordering larger cities, with its mixture of suburban, 
urban, and bucolic pastures spun together within a border wrapped by a frenetic bus 
system and punctuated by a few stops on the S-Bahn. Traditionally a ‘worker’s city’ 
with a history of hosting an older population of Turkish and Greek Gastarbeiter1, 
it has remained generally centre-left in its politics (David Nelson2 interview 2019).

It is also home to an eponymous model of refugee housing and integration pol-
icy. Founded in 2002 in the wake of the refugees fleeing the various conflicts in the 
former Yugoslavia that followed the collapse of the post-Soviet order in the 1990s, 
members of the NGOs Caritas and the Refugee Council of Leverkusen convinced 
the city government that ensuring better quality accommodation and giving refugees 
access to the private apartment/housing market will both save the city money and 
ensure greater integration outcomes for the refugees. The Leverkusen Model was 
born and entrenched into the city’s governance structure, establishing collaborative 
governance over policy that remains in effect to this day.

The Model’s tenets have also expanded into other areas of integration policy and 
are a cornerstone of how the city conducts its housing and integration practices, and 
these tenets have become emboldened by the surge in asylum applications to Ger-
many since 2014. But to what extent does the Leverkusen Model still function as 
a best practice policy (see Deutscher Bundestag, 2014) among the wide swath of 
housing integration policies? This paper explores the Leverkusen Model, what sup-
ports it, and how it has remained a staple of Leverkusen’s refugee integration policy 
for nearly two decades when so much of Germany had to adapt on the fly to the 
influx of refugees in 2014/2015. We will explore this by framing this paper through 
the following two questions:

1.	 What dimensions of multi-level governance contribute to the function of the 
Leverkusen Model?

2.	 Does the multi-level governance structure of the housing policy affect refugee 
integration prospects?

In this paper, we will argue, first, that because Leverkusen structured its 
multi-level governance (MLG) with collaborative ties between the city govern-
ment and the NGOs Caritas and the Refugee Council, the Model has evolved 
to encompass tangential areas to housing, such as neighbourhood integration 
policies. This has strengthened volunteer and local initiatives and approaches to 
refugee integration and expanded the initial scope of the Model to include civil 
society as the bedrock of the Model’s governance. Second, the Leverkusen Mod-
el’s governance structure is able to move refugees quickly from a state of uncer-
tainty to relative stability and have consistent support for refugees in common 
markers of integration, i.e. housing, language, education, and work, because of a 

1  The Gastarbeiter were migrants brought into Germany in the 1960s and 1970s to fill vacant jobs who 
then remained after the Gastarbeiter program ended (Brubaker, 1992).
2  David Nelson is the city’s Koordinator EinrichtungsbetreuerInnen (Coordinator of facility supervi-
sors).
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reasonably centralised civil society apparatus for coordinated volunteer efforts. 
For this argument, we will define what we mean by best practice and why some-
thing can be considered best practice through Marsh and McConnell’s (2010) 
heuristic for assessing policy success, and Homsy et  al. (2019) framework for 
assessing MLG.

To analyse Leverkusen’s governance practice, we will utilise MLG as a frame-
work on which to both map out and understand the various interconnecting factors 
that contribute to the Model’s functions. We use MLG as an analytical framework 
because of its capacity to describe and reveal how interactions in various levels of 
government and governance partnerships formulate and implement policy (see Ste-
phenson, 2013; Hooghe & Marks, 2003) which then allows us to explain how these 
interactions function, rather than using another framework that would assume pol-
icy implementation is a ‘straight silo’ of decision-making within government (see 
George, 2004). We also utilise theories of migrant integration to inform us how the 
governance structure of the Leverkusen Model either facilitates or hinders refugee 
integration; these theories all contain relevant aspects of how integration, as a con-
cept, functions from both the perception of the refugee and the respective govern-
ment (see Bourhis et al., 1997), and helps us to better understand how the posture a 
government takes with regard to refugee integration policy can create either a posi-
tive or a hostile environment.

We will first give an overview of MLG and include a discussion of success/fail-
ure and best practice. Then, we will review relevant theories of integration. We will 
then briefly review our methodology before engaging in our analysis of the Lev-
erkusen Model, where we will find that the Model’s collaborative governance, facili-
tated through dynamic communications between relevant stakeholders, enables the 
Model’s durability and extension, and makes it an example of best practice within 
refugee housing and integration policy.

Multi‑level Governance as an Organising Framework

MLG, as a method of analysis of governance systems, was developed by Hooghe 
and Marks (2003) to apply a framework to the increasingly complex interplay in 
decision and policymaking between the then-newly formed European Union and its 
member states (see Hooghe et al., 1996). Since its advent, MLG has developed into 
multiple streams of governance models rather than as a unicellular entity for under-
standing EU policymaking. Hooghe and Marks (2003) delineate two types, type I 
and type II. Type I is closely linked to federalism, as the layers of government are 
nested but have specifically defined jurisdictions where functions within certain pol-
icy areas are bundled together to focus on a specific area.

Type II governance is composed of ‘multiple, independent jurisdictions fulfil(ing) 
distinct functions’ (Ibid: 237), which are made to be task-specific rather than bun-
dled policy areas. There’s no actual limit to the number of jurisdictions so long as 
each one fulfils a specific function, and they may come and go as issues arise. Type 
II governance also doesn’t keep strict borders within cities on the jurisdictions of its 
entities for its constituents.
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Type II has seen a relative increase in use recently as different methods of pol-
icy instrument implementation have developed; much of this has come from formal 
government deregulation and privatisation, i.e. utilising specialist organisations in 
service delivery of policy implementation rather than delivering the service directly 
from the government (Le Galès, 2011). This has precipitated a change from govern-
ment to ‘governance’, which has allowed grassroots organisations to take over deliv-
ery of smaller aspects of policy delivery (Cairney, 2012: 158).

Inherent in MLG, and especially within type II, is collaborative governance. It entails 
close ties between governments and third-sector organisations (and the public, either 
through civic engagement, volunteering, or the like) (Bingham, 2011). Where govern-
ments in tandem with specialist organisations can actively and beneficially collaborate 
and cultivate a society-centred perspective of policy issues, in the ideal case, responses 
to policy problems are better handled by the governance structure (Sellers, 2011).

Much of this can be traced to the development of subject area networks at the 
local level, which often advocate for transparent deliberation and close ties with gov-
ernment for service delivery (Kjær, 2004). In this way, as Cairney (2012) describes, 
there are two essential characteristics that arise: first, that there is interdependence 
between public and private organisations, and second, that governments have the 
authority but not the capacity to follow through on policies on their own (Cairney, 
2012: 157). Without the private actors who have become the delivery specialists, 
then there is no policy implementation.

Homsy et  al. (2019) developed a framework for understanding MLG in their 
study of sustainability governance, based on previous analyses of MLG systems in 
different settings. The framework is composed of five parts: first, the coordinating 
and sanctioning role of a central authority; second, engagement with civil society; 
third, co-production of knowledge; fourth, capacity provision; and fifth, framing of 
co-benefits. Their framework is nested in the locality of multi-level governance and 
the necessity of policy issues, in their case environmental governance, to utilise and 
operationalise distinctly local expertise.

Best Practice and Success

The framework dovetails into a discussion of what makes a successful policy imple-
mentation within the realm of MLG, and subsequently a model of best practice. 
Unfortunately, if determining that a policy was either a success or a failure were a 
straightforward, quantifiable process, academia around the subject wouldn’t be so 
prone to argument about what can truly constitute either concept (see McConnell, 
2015). Both success and failure of policies and their objectives, unsurprisingly, exist 
in a spectrum of implementation and contextual analysis, as well as through percep-
tions of how policies change over time.

‘Best practice’ is, similarly, subjective: deciding what the benchmark is, as well 
as factors surrounding historical contexts, can turn something that was ‘best prac-
tice’ into ‘bad practice’ (Löffler, 2000). For us, the discussion of best practice will 
revolve around duration, maintenance, and expansion of good policy, as well as its 
spread to other cities or regions, through the discussion of policy success.
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As with any public policy, considerations have to be made as to the context in 
which it is developed, whether it has defined goals, what the targeted population 
is, what the unintended consequences were of the policy’s implementation, who 
were the main and secondary stakeholders, was there a power disparity in the rel-
evant stakeholders, et  al. before beginning an assessment of a policy’s success or 
failure (McConnell, 2015). Marsh and McConnell (2010: 571) highlight a heuristic 
guideline about how to assess policy success across three dimensions: the process 
(the development of the policy, i.e. the policymaking stages), the programmatic (the 
operations, the implementation, and the outcome), and the political (popular or not 
for the government). The heuristic asks questions about the possible indicators of 
success and the places where to look for evidence, i.e. in how the policy was imple-
mented, who benefited, and whether it was popular.

In the case of refugee housing policy, what we search for in terms of benchmarks 
for policy success or failure is, similarly, piecemeal. We will refer back to Marsh 
and McConnell’s (2010: 580) list of considerations when asking if the Leverkusen 
Model is successful or not, or somewhere in between: is the policy durable? Does it 
change/get amended often to contravene or winnow its original intentions, or does it 
expand? Whose interests are primarily being served by the policy? Are those inter-
ests one-sided, i.e. in the interest of cost-savings on behalf of government budgets, 
or is there a dual interest for the public? Is it popular among the citizenry? Can this 
policy be viewed in isolation as a success/failure, or was there an exogenous fac-
tor that altered the policy’s trajectory? These notions of temporality, maintenance, 
power relationships, popularity, connection to other related policies, and internal/
external impacts/conflicts will carry over into our analyses.

The next section will give an overview of the various theories around migrant 
integration, touching on how governments can choose to orient themselves with 
regard to societal access for refugees.

Theories of Integration as a Roadmap

Theories surrounding how migrants integrate are typically divided between what 
migrants do, what states/governments do, and what society does. For migrants,  
Berry’s (2005) acculturation model analyses how individuals may position them-
selves with regard to their integration outlooks, where they can choose to wholly 
assimilate into a new culture and ‘disregard’ their home country; become segregated 
into only interacting with those from their own culture; integrate into the norms of 
society and position themselves on the ‘border’ between their home culture and the 
new one; or become marginalised and choose to interact with neither those from 
their home country or the new society (Berry, 2005: 705).

Important in this facet of integration is not just the individual migrant’s needs, but 
how the new society around the migrant positions itself with regard to inclusivity or 
otherwise (Murphy, 1977). In situations where the receiving society have histories 
of intaking migrants from a culture similar to one that is newly arriving, accultura-
tion aspects may be facilitated, though this is not always guaranteed (Lebedva & 
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Tatarko, 2004). Because receiving societies may not be uniformly in favour of a new 
group of migrants due to extemporaneous societal issues, it then rests on the govern-
ment to encourage interaction between societal actors and the new migrants (Koos 
& Seibel, 2019).

For refugees, however, this integration aspect is marred by possible instances of 
post-traumatic stress from fleeing their home countries (Allen et  al., 2006). Some 
may not be able to adjust or integrate as quickly as a government would like them to 
due to this past trauma, especially as demands placed on refugees may be more than 
those placed on general migrants (Söhn, 2013). Refugees then must walk a fine line 
between perceiving their home countries as places of trauma, and of worrying about 
possible friends/family they had to leave behind in order to survive (Al-Ali, 2001). 
They may live physically in one place but psychologically remain ‘back home’, 
making a government’s integration demands on a refugee more difficult (Erdal & 
Oeppen, 2013).

Because of this, refugees may take up more ‘transnational’ lives in their new 
country, balancing themselves between forming new lives and maintaining strong 
cultural ties with their homelands (Vertovec, 2009). Contrary to what one may 
believe, transnational aspects of living in a new country may aid in integration into 
that country (Sert, 2012). Transnationalism needn’t be maintaining active commu-
nications with those in a homeland, or sending money to family still at home; it can 
be something as simple as finding foods native to one’s home in the new country, or 
living near a diaspora that is also more familiar with the new country than the refu-
gee may be (Ehrkamp, 2005).

How a government positions itself with regard to integration policies can strongly 
determine integration outcomes for all (Bendel et  al., 2019; Bourhis et  al., 1997; 
Nuissl et al., 2019). Countries that place strong restrictions on refugees and migrants 
at large, or implement ‘colour-blind’ policies, risk alienating those who aren’t accus-
tomed to how societal mechanics and services operate (Allport, 1954; Phillimore, 
2011). Many states now engage in civic integration, which places demands on refu-
gees and general migrants to adhere to the standards provided by the state in order 
to have a good staying probability (Joppke, 2007). The core belief surrounding civic 
integration is that states promote those values they believe should be held by its citi-
zens (Goodman, 2010). However, as found by Goodman and Wright (2015), those 
states whose policies scored higher on the CIVIX civic integration scale didn’t have 
an immediate effect of integrating immigrants into society,3 confirming Ersbøll and 
Gravesen’s (2010) study, which found that it was ‘friends, family, and work’ that 
aided migrant integration rather than requirements laid down by the state (Ersbøll & 
Gravesen, 2010: 41).

This leads into the theory of interculturalism, a nascent school of thought in 
migrant integration that posits that direct, positive, and continuous contact between 
different social groups promotes integration between those groups (Zapata Barrero, 

3  At the time Goodman (2010) developed the CIVIX index in ~ 2008–2009, Germany still had more 
restrictive requirements and more difficult/unclear paths and access to citizenship/permanent residence 
before the passage of the 2016 Integration Law.
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2015). Interculturalism is differentiated from multiculturalism in its belief that there 
must be interactions between different groups in order to promote a more cohesive 
culture, rather than the general living side-by-side nature of multiculturalism (Meer 
& Modood, 2012). In the case of Germany, this practice of encouraging interaction 
between refugees and the native population was done mostly within the scope of the 
massive civil society outpouring in 2015 through various initiatives, much of which 
was independent from both national and local government (Aumüller et al., 2015; 
Doomernik & Ardon, 2018; Dukic et  al., 2017). The idea has also culminated in 
programs such as Startblok in the Netherlands, which both sought to tackle its hous-
ing shortage and the necessity to introduce refugees into society by constructing 
housing units where young Dutch can live side-by-side with new refugees (Czischke 
& Huisman, 2018).

When trying to model a structure of how integration happens, Startblok adheres 
to the basic design of Ager and Strang’s (2008) integration framework, which posits 
that material means (work, housing, etc.) can lead to social bridges (those connec-
tions made with members of the new society), which are the strong connecting tissue 
that leads into deeper understanding of the new culture. However, Ager and Strang’s 
framework runs into the problem that different cities and countries focus on differ-
ent aspects of integration, typically within trying to get refugees to participate in and 
contribute to the economy as quickly as possible rather than working on all aspects of 
integration simultaneously, harking back to civic integration (Maroufi, 2017).

As the saying goes, one cannot put the cart before the horse. Excessive pressure 
from government to fulfil one need of the state without determining the needs of the 
refugees leads to what Ersbøll and Gravesen (2010) found, while relying solely on 
volunteer initiatives for integration services without government action or aid can 
lead to extreme uncertainty for refugees (Phillimore, 2012). There must be a balance 
between the residency demands of the government and the needs of refugees to ease 
themselves into a new society, and in the following sections, we will analyse just 
how it is that the Leverkusen Model achieves that balance.

The next section briefly discusses the methodology before detailing the structure 
of the Leverkusen Model and how it functions practically for refugees.

Methodology

Field work conducted in Leverkusen included 18 semi-structured interviews with 
Syrian refugees, volunteers who have worked or still work with refugees, either per-
sonally or in the mass accommodations, NGO workers, and members of the civil 
service. The ages of the Syrian interview participants ranged from 25 to 55 and were 
composed of 1 woman and 6 men. Syrians were the only nationality interviewed 
because of the 2016 Integration Law’s (Integrationsgesetz) stipulation that asylum 
seekers from countries with a good staying prospect4 can access integration benefits 
before a formal asylum decision has been granted. It has largely benefited asylum 
seekers from Syria, who are approved in more than 93% of cases (BAMF, 2018).

4  Defined as any nationality that has higher than 50% acceptance in Germany (see BAMF, 2018).
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Only those (non-refugee) interviewees who have given permission to be identified 
will be; otherwise, respondents are given a randomly assigned set of letters for iden-
tification. Interviews were conducted in German and English and lasted, on average, 
for an hour. Interviewees were contacted through e-mail/phone initially, and then 
further interview subjects were obtained via chain referrals or ‘snowballing’.

Semi-structured interviews were utilised because of the necessity to understand 
the subjective nature of both one’s integration into Germany and how one came to 
access the benefits of integration, i.e. languages and finding help from volunteers, 
and capture the contextual essence of their social settings (Devine, 2002: 199). They 
also enable interview participants to not be confined to more rigid lines of question-
ing, which can exclude information that may be useful for the study but not raised 
within hard-coded interview questions. Additionally, interviews allow for inductive 
analysis and better understanding of the complex interdependences that arise from 
integration and multi-level governance structures (Vromen, 2010: 257).

Interview questions for governance partners (civil servants and Caritas/Refugee 
Council employees) were mainly focussed on issues surrounding communication 
between governance partners (both formal and informal, i.e. regular meetings and 
contact regarding individual refugee cases), interaction between government/NGO 
employees and refugees, policy input from other groups,5 practices and issues of 
policy implementation, and pragmatic experiences surrounding the Model’s primary 
focus, i.e. obtaining private housing for refugees.

Interview questions for refugee participants were focussed on their interactions with 
the structure of the Model’s policy governance, including the governance-centralised 
volunteer efforts and neighbourhood policies. This included experiences searching for 
housing, interactions with governance officials (if any occurred), sentiments surrounding 
their places of residence (both within the mass accommodations and private residences), 
and experiences working on behalf of the Model’s policy governance, if they did.

These two areas of focus to guide the semi-structured interviews provided a more 
complete view as to how the Model’s policy governance functioned at both the start-
ing point (governance mechanics) and the ending point (individual refugees obtain-
ing housing).

There are possible sources of bias in the selection of Syrian refugee subjects. All 
but one of the Syrians interviewed were either previously proficient in English or 
still maintained some level of English-speaking ability. This would indicate that the 
interview participants came from an educated background and that human capital 
may allow for them to better adapt to German society than would someone who 
came from a lower-educated background. Additionally, chain referrals run the risk 
of the initial interview partner only referring those living in ‘best case scenarios’ 
rather than those who may be living in worse circumstances.

Additionally, document analysis (of those provided by interview participants) 
was conducted. Documents obtained throughout the course of the empirical research 
supplemented the data provided by interview participants.

5  This includes non-policy governance groups such as Jürgen Dreyer’s church, which provides neigh-
bourhood support for refugees, and refugee-representative groups, such as those representing specific 
ethnicities/nationalities (Jürgen Dreyer interview 2019).
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Finally, with a view to the previous information, we undertook policy analysis 
through assessments provided by those working within the governance framework 
(civil servants, Caritas and Refugee Council employees) and refugees. This was bol-
stered by policy documents from the city of Leverkusen, which has released regular 
updates to both its integration policy concept and its housing initiatives. These coa-
lesce into the structural foundations in the next section and allow us to better under-
stand how and why the Model expanded as it has.

The Leverkusen Model: Findings

From 2002: Governance

Leverkusen was an unlikely city to develop what might be termed a ‘best practice’ 
model of governance on refugee housing and integration (as referred to in Deutscher 
Bundestag, 2014). In 2002, the city government was reticent to allow refugees to 
enter the private housing market (Schillings & Märtens, 2015). Many in the city 
government believed that refugees would have a hard time using basic utilities and 
would possibly burn down their new residences (Refugee Council employee inter-
view 2019).

However, the city government allowed a pilot program where employees from 
Caritas and the Refugee Council would actively search for flats on behalf of refugees 
(Caritas employee ‘A’ interview, 2019). Once the pilot program was completed 
and Caritas and the Refugee Council had moved the 80 selected refugees out of the 
mass accommodations and into private apartments, the city found it saved €76,000; 
the Model was then implemented full-time into the city’s integration framework  
(Schillings & Märtens, 2015). From then, all but one of the 12 refugee accommodations 
in Leverkusen were able to close due to the Model’s implementation. These were 
reopened in 2014 to cope with rising asylum cases (Stadt Leverkusen, Dezernat für 
Bürger, Umwelt und Soziale, 2017).

The Model sets down 3 standard rules: first, that there is no minimum mandatory 
time spent in mass accommodation,6 unlike in cities such as neighbouring Cologne 
(Adam et al., 2019); refugees, regardless of status, are able to search for and obtain 
a private room in a house/apartment upon arriving in the city. Second, non-profit 
Caritas maintains a constant presence in every refugee accommodation and actively 
helps refugees find places to live. Third, that there would be active communication 
and coordination between Caritas, the Refugee Council, the Integration Council, and 
the city government (Caritas internal document obtained, 2019).

The Model is supported through the interconnected, collaborative governance 
(type II) structure established between the Leverkusen government and the city’s 
main NGOs, as well as the secondary NGOs that are kept within the circle of policy 

6  The only exception to this rule is those asylum seekers who have a non-zero chance of claiming asy-
lum, such as those classified under Sect.  15a of the Aufenthaltsgesetz, those from other EU states, or 
those who are found to have passed through a safe third country.
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planning. Two key tenets to the functioning of this collaborative governance struc-
ture are direct and active communications between the NGOs and the city govern-
ment, and involvement of civil society/citizenry, reflecting the technocratic charac-
teristics of the governance structure (Scholten, 2013: 220). Besides Caritas social 
workers working alongside city government social workers in refugee accommo-
dations, civil service employees have direct and constant communications with the 
various NGOs:

[W]e have a very good structure of co-working with different institutions like 
AWO, Caritas, Flüchtlingsrat, and Kommmunales Integrationszentrum… I 
think I have like, four or five meetings every week with different actors, the 
communication is quite intense. (David Nelson interview 2019).

The city developed a structured ‘communications flowchart’ between the ‘con-
trolling group’ (i.e. the government institutions typically responsible for policy 
areas, such as the Department of Education or the Social Services Department) 
and the ‘specialist groups in integration’, which can be both other government enti-
ties and specialist NGOs and organisations dedicated to those policy areas, i.e. the 
Department of Education has direct input from the Social Services Department and 
the head of the Migration Office (Stadt Leverkusen Kommunales Integrationszen-
trum, 2019: 8–9).

Volunteer services are also coordinated between the city government and the 
NGOs. As ZOL, a city government volunteer coordinator stated:

We coordinate with all the supporters and institutions that work with refugees, 
and they ask me much because they also mostly organise the appointments for the 
refugees. For example, doctor appointments, or other conversations they’re ask-
ing me if they have something then and then write me. It’s very constant contact… 
we have work groups and other meetings that we do with full-time [professional] 
workers from Caritas, Refugee Council, Fachbereich Soziales, community integra-
tion centre, and everything possible that also does integration work, and we meet 
together regularly. I am, for example, in a work group with the [previous groups 
mentioned] from the city of Leverkusen Community Integration Centre and we meet 
and plan some events together. (ZOL Interview 2019).

Present Day

There are 12 extant refugee accommodations in Leverkusen dating back to 2002, 
though several will be consolidated into one newly built structure at Sandstraße to 
accommodate 450 (out of a total of 1105 spaces). By 2017, Leverkusen had a total 
refugee population of 36847 (Stadt Leverkusen, Dezernat für Bürger & Umwelt und 
Soziale, 2017). Much like other cities in Germany during the height of the asylum 
movement in 2014–2015, large spaces such as school gyms and old military bar-
racks had to be sequestered as temporary shelters. The city updated its integration 

7  The city’s official publications do not differentiate the population of refugees living in mass accommo-
dations from those living outside of them.
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conceptualisation to reflect on and expand the collaborative structure in the face of a 
new wave of refugees declaring asylum in Germany, and heavily utilised centralised 
and coordinated volunteer efforts to facilitate private housing efforts for refugees 
(Ibid).

The new concept reinforced the city’s position that integration is a collective 
action that necessitates a ‘constructive interplay of educational institutions, chari-
ties, business enterprises and other civil society groups… [and] the resources, 
actions, and motivations of migrants also play a decisive role’, with housing and 
accommodation existing as one of the key factors in facilitating integration (Stadt 
Leverkusen Kommunales Integrationszentrum, 2017: 8). Consistent collaboration 
and coordination between the governance partners enable increased interactions 
between refugees and the locals through directed volunteer efforts.

[B]ecause of organising even meeting points by volunteers inside the camps or 
beside in the neighbourhood by the camps and there are certain contacts even 
to German people… by this chain houses are found even the expectation of 
refugees of certain people or of certain people who I meet increase. (Refugee 
council employee interview 2019)

Furthermore, the new integration concept proposed the extension of ‘intercultural 
offerings’ and facilitating the creation of new representative groups for refugees in 
order to ensure a two-way understanding of integration, i.e. that refugee voices and 
needs can be adequately and directly communicated to the government by refugees 
themselves rather than through interlocutors, who may misunderstand more specific 
cultural issues (Stadt Leverkusen Kommunales Integrationszentrum, 2017: 14–15; 
see Zapata Barrero, 2015).

Leverkusen also initiated cultural sensitivity seminars for its employees, reflect-
ing further investment into an intercultural operating viewpoint (Stadt Leverkusen 
Kommunales Integrationszentrum, 2019: 11). Inviting migrant-oriented perspec-
tives into those who both implement and craft policy is a key tenet of removing the 
one-sided nature of integration policies that can often lead to uncertainty for refu-
gees (see Ersbøll & Gravesen, 2010).

Part of this intercultural work has been carried out through the Leverkusen Inte-
grationsrat (Integration Council), an arm of the Leverkusen government that spe-
cifically works to facilitate the creation and support the maintenance of migrant 
organisations in Leverkusen, an important facet in transnationalistic integration 
(see Sert, 2012). Contact first begins as a relay from the city’s NGOs directly to the 
Integrationsrat.

When a new group, for example, the Syrian Kurds, when they organise, then 
comes Caritas or the Flüchtlingsrat, they tell me there is a new group, and here in 
the house we have rooms that they can use for their groups. Because that is often, 
the first question, where can we meet? (Andreas Laukötter8 interview 2019).

The refugee-representative organisations working through the Integrationsrat act 
almost as a ‘council’ of representatives on behalf of refugees and interact with the 

8  Andreas Laukötter is the Geschäftsführer des Integrationsrates (Managing Director of the Integration 
Council).
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government to represent their interests (Ibid), enabling further strengthening of the 
city’s governance structure through inclusion of refugee-representative groups (see 
Haque, 2011). The city recently facilitated the creation of a representative Kurd-
ish cultural group, of which one refugee interview participant (KPL) is a support-
ing member. The city also pledged to increase the ‘intercultural orientation’ of its 
employee base, which would ensure diverse employees with various cultural and lin-
guistic backgrounds (Stadt Leverkusen Kommunales Integrationszentrum, 2017: 14).

By establishing a more diverse civil service, the city government can then be 
more responsive and dynamic in its approaches to integration, such as through its 
volunteer coordination efforts (Leverkusen refugee accommodation civil servant 
interview 2019a), and sensitive to cultural peculiarities that would not otherwise be 
known by a more homogeneous employee corpus. For instance, AQL, a Syrian refu-
gee who had a corporate job in Syria, chose to work as a social officer for refugees 
near Bonn while living in Leverkusen (AQL interview 2019).

Through this deepening and widening of the governance practices surrounding 
the Model, as well as the centralisation of volunteer efforts, the temporary spaces, 
such as school gyms, were closed ahead of the city’s initial proposed timetable  
(Leverkusener Anzeiger, 2017).

How Leverkusen Works for Refugees

The lack of restrictions on refugees’ ability to find spaces in which to live in Lev-
erkusen is facilitated through the cooperation and collaboration between the city’s 
government, the civil society organisations, and the volunteers; all of which helps a 
refugee begin to acclimate to the city on the first day of their arrival.

I was signing up to search for an apartment, and that’s good in Leverkusen 
that one could find an apartment search even though one doesn’t have an 
aufenthaltstitel [staying permit]. That was a big help to find, not every city is 
like that. One can do that in Leverkusen. (KPL interview 2019)

The removal of restrictions of integration benefit access was expanded to the 
city’s offered formal language courses (Stadt Leverkusen Kommunales Integration-
szentrum, 2019: 12–13; see Marsh & McConnell, 2010). Refugees can then register 
for German classes as soon as they arrive in the city regardless of whether they’ve 
received an asylum decision from the BAMF (see Ager & Strang, 2008).

However, while the German courses help with language acquisition, all interview par-
ticipants agreed that it was the volunteers that helped the refugees acquire German faster, 
as well as find private accommodations. One of the most reliable means of centralising 
volunteer help for refugees within Leverkusen has been through the sprachcafes. Each 
major (and many smaller) NGO in Leverkusen hosts a sprachcafe that is open for refugees 
and Germans alike. Typically, the NGO offices are near the accommodations, allowing 
for intercultural exchanges (see Zapata Barrero, 2015) between natives and the refugees.

He helped me to find an apartment, he helped me to learn the language, he 
helped me with the government documents because I couldn’t speak well… 
(BDL interview 2019)
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I was [in the accommodation] for 6 months, but I didn’t stay there much. I was always 
out, for example, we went to cafes, to learn German, to see how quickly we can learn 
German. Therefore I had only six months of staying there… We didn’t learn any 
German in Sandstraße [accommodation] sprachkurs. We had there… a sprachkurs, 
and that was also voluntarily… next door was an international café. The people meet 
there and talk, for example, they help when one gets mail and we don’t understand. 
And I show them, and they helped me… more helpful, the international café [was 
than the sprachkurs]. They help a lot when you need, for example, for post, they take 
time, they clear things up well so you can understand. (YSL interview 2019)

Refugees who received help from the volunteers also became volunteers themselves 
and helped the NGOs and city government whenever they could offer it. Besides KPL 
and YSL, MOL, AQL, BQL, BDL, and AWL all volunteered through either the city 
government or the NGOs to help newly arrived refugees with some of the anxieties 
and difficulties that they faced when they first arrived. This self-reinforcing mechanism 
enables a sense of familiarity and can ease the transition into Leverkusen (see Vertovec, 
2009), and is enabled by the interconnections made by the city’s governance structure.

For new arrivals, I had helped in these cafes when they put forward questions, 
I had accompanied them when they needed German volunteers, and I was 
always translating and a [Syrian] wanted to find a flat for himself, there was 
volunteers… They had asked me where do you live, I said in the Sandstraße, 
and ‘you have no place to live, and you help the people to search for apart-
ments?’ I said it’s normal, I like to help. (KPL interview 2019)
I have a contract with the city as a volunteer. Sometimes they call me, they say 
a family needs a translator or a companion to a hospital or a school or to Aus-
landerbehorde and so on, and if I have time I confirm. (AQL interview 2019)
I’ve been working with Syrian refugees in camps generally for the first two 
years. (MOL interview 2019)
Voluntary service for refugee who want to make culture and language mittler, 
so I do this job and the refugees who want to make some voluntary service for 
one year, with the Bundesfreiwilligendienst. So I worked there for 2 years and 
8 months more. I still work there, and I am a seminar leader, group leader who 
make seminar with other people as a job also. (AWL interview 2019)

Because Germany’s housing market is largely informal and housing is attained more 
through networks and contacts rather than formal searches through advertisements, the 
Model’s encouragement of contact between citizens and refugees achieves two facets of 
most of the aforementioned theories around integration, i.e. establishing relationships 
with the native culture and a sense of agency (see Vey, 2018; Murdie, 2008) or control 
over their lives in the new country by allowing them to secure a residence.

And the aspect, which is very important, as well, that there haven’t been any big-
ger conflicts following the lodging in private rooms. There have been many social 
impact, of course for the people themselves. To visit the language courses, to com-
municate with their neighbourhoods, to have contact with the other children, to 
school and kindergarten around their home. (Caritas employee ‘A’ interview 2019)
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In 2017, the city found that, in 2015, 450 refugees were able to move from the 
accommodations into private spaces, while in 2016, 411 refugees were able to obtain 
private spaces from a total refugee population of ~ 3500 in both years; unfortunately, 
the report doesn’t delineate what percentage of those ~ 3500 lived in accommoda-
tions or otherwise, though at the time there were 1105 beds within refugee accom-
modations (Stadt Leverkusen, Dezernat für Bürger & Umwelt und Soziale, 2017). 
A Leverkusen civil servant interviewed for this study reported that, in 2017 (amid 
falling asylum seeker numbers), 267 people moved out of the accommodations; in 
2018, 411; in 2019, 308; and in the first 8 months of 2020, 137 (Leverkusen refugee 
accommodation civil servant interview 2019; figures updated.).

This indicates that there is a consistent turnover of spaces with refugees enter-
ing the private housing market, facilitated through the interaction between the vol-
unteers and the refugees rather than Caritas or the city government, which Caritas 
states have become the most important factor for refugees to find housing and ulti-
mately adapt to living in Germany (Caritas employee ‘B’ interview 2019).

The city government, partnered with Caritas, started a program in 2019 called 
Willkommen im Quartier (Welcome to the Neighbourhood) to introduce refugees 
to native Germans in the neighbourhood in which they’ll live. Native Germans are 
responsible for acting as tour guides for the refugees’ new neighbourhoods. There 
have been 11 pilots of this program, which involve guided tours (with language sup-
port) of the areas of commerce, culture, and leisure. The Job Centre supports train-
ing for the tour guides so as to impart practical information to the refugees, such as 
on the technical aspects of accessing the health system and getting a mobile phone 
contract (JOB Service Employment Promotion Leverkusen gGmbH, 2019; Stadt 
Leverkusen Kommunales Integrationszentrum, 2019: 26).

In situations where city or Caritas employees act in inappropriate ways in the 
accommodations, refugees have mechanisms to ensure transparency and account-
ability, another essential part of collaborative governance (see Sellers, 2011). In the 
case of AWL, a Caritas employee in the accommodation acted in a way to which 
many residents took offence. AWL petitioned to have the employee removed from 
the housing, but many refugees were afraid to speak up out of fear for their asylum 
status. Even when he went to speak with Caritas, he found they weren’t receptive 
to his claims. He then contacted the mayor’s office. ‘And after that they come from 
there, they see the situation, they speak with some people there, and they find it not 
good. They transfer [the Caritas employee] from the camp. (AWL Interview 2019)’.

Figure 1 depicts a diagram outlining the Leverkusen Model’s governance structure.

Organising Leverkusen’s MLG Infrastructure

Utilising Homsy et al. (2019) MLG framework, we can better understand and detail 
the Leverkusen Model’s structure to show how the connections within its govern-
ance reinforce the Model’s functioning, as shown in Table 1.

The next section will analyse the Leverkusen Model as an example of best prac-
tice utilising Marsh and McConnell’s (2010) heuristic to assess policy success.
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Assessing Policy Success and Best Practice

While Leverkusen has been referred to as a model of best practice in discussions sur-
rounding refugee housing and integration policies (see Deutscher Bundestag, 2014), 
we should assess the Leverkusen Model’s ‘success or failure’ niche in order to estab-
lish that it hits all the marks of what we would want to see under a policy that can be 
called one of best practice.

We refer back to our tenets of determining success or failure, i.e. temporality (i.e. 
duration), maintenance, power relationships, popularity, connection to other related 
policies, and internal/external conflicts (Marsh & McConnell, 2010). Table 2 breaks 
down the relative favourability/unfavourability of Leverkusen under the criteria.

The Leverkusen Model has adapted to more expedited means for searching for 
and allocating housing due to the availability of the internet, as opposed to when 
it was first developed in 2002. It has remained popular not only with the party 
currently in power (SPD), but also with the centre-right CDU; the only party that 
opposes it is the far-right party, which has very little influence in Leverkusen9 (Lev-
erkusen refugee accommodation civil servant interview 2019). Power relationships 
are managed by consistent collaborative governance and transparency between the 
governance partners, along with constant communication (David Nelson interview 
2019; Leverkusen refugee accommodation civil servant interview 2019; ZOL inter-
view 2019). The city also encourages contact between refugees and citizens through 
various programs that are also coordinated with the city’s NGOs, and this contact 
facilitates better understandings for refugees of the various necessities the German 
government institutes for integration (KPL interview 2019; AQL interview 2019; 

Fig. 1   A simplified diagram depicting the power relationships and responsibilities within the Leverkusen 
Model

9  Alternativ für Deutschland (AfD) holds 3 seats out of 52 in the Leverkusen city council (Der 
Landeswahlleiter des Landes Nordrhein-Westfalen, 2020).
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BQL interview 2019). This constant interaction between the governance partners 
means that there is little conflict as policy implementations are constantly discussed.

Table 1   A table organising the signposts of Homsy et al. (2019) MLG framework

MLG characteristics Leverkusen Model

Coordinating and sanctioning 
role of a central authority

While the Leverkusen government shares implementation duties with the 
NGOs, it has the final say in how policies are implemented/benefits are 
dispersed though only after discussions are held with the governance 
partners (Leverkusen refugee accommodation civil servant interview 
2019)

Engagement with civil society The Leverkusen Model treats civil society as equal partners in policy 
implementation, as it is a key factor in refugees finding private housing 
(Refugee Council representative employee 2019)

Co-production of knowledge The Model is enmeshed in the city’s policy fabric, and continually grows 
through the inclusion of both refugee-facing NGO workers and refu-
gee/national civil groups who advise on how policy can be improved 
(Leverkusen refugee accommodation civil servant interview 2019)

Capacity provision Utilisation of civil society and refugees in the Model as volunteers/work-
ers brings to the fore the full capacity of expertise needed for refugees 
to attain housing; the only shortcoming is a lack of available housing, 
which is a country-wide issue

Framing of co-benefits The Model was originally sold as a non-zero-sum game, where refugees 
would more quickly adapt to life in Germany by getting private hous-
ing while the city would save on related mass accommodation costs. 
Another added benefit to ensuring refugees both move into private 
housing faster and experience face-to-face contact with native Ger-
mans is faster language acquisition, which then affects movement into 
education and employment

Table 2   A summary of our variables within the realm of policy success applied to Leverkusen

a The city has embarked on a Wohnungsbauprogramm 2030 + that will seek to construct at least 500 
places (available bedrooms in both 1-bedroom and multiple-bedroom flats, given the number of people 
who live alone) per year until around 2035 to adapt to the estimated continual population growth, while 
similar scaled necessities are projected for other German cities (Freudenberg, 2018; Hanhörster et  al., 
2020).

Leverkusen

Temporality Existing since 2002
Maintenance Model has been maintained by all governance actors, primary 

precepts haven’t been adjusted
Power relationships Relationships between the city government and NGOs under the 

governance regime are balanced and transparent, managed with 
regular communication and both formal and informal meetings

Popularity Model is politically and civilly popular
Connection to other related policies The Leverkusen Model’s tenets have expanded into other areas of 

refugee integration policies within the city; the refugee influx 
has forced the city to confront its affordable housing and sup-
ply problem and engage in an ambitious housing construction 
programa

Internal/external conflicts Very few reported, if any
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A Reflection on ‘Best Practice’

From here, we can see that the Leverkusen Model can be considered a relative 
‘policy success’ in that there hasn’t been an effort to either redefine or reform it; 
rather, the city has expanded it. But then what makes a policy success a model of 
best practice? Beyond the reference within policy discussions within the Deutscher 
Bundestag (2014), we can argue that best practice is a policy that allows a govern-
ment to both have its cake and eat it, or obtain a strong balance of policy outcomes 
with few negative outcomes or externalities (see Löffler, 2000). In the case of Lev-
erkusen, this much is evident: the city’s goals were to save on expenditures for refu-
gee accommodations while the NGOs sought to facilitate refugee entry into society 
through private housing. Both were obtained.

That the policy has endured and expanded over 18  years (and within the most 
recent asylum surge) is further testament not only to the political popularity of the 
Model within Leverkusen as a policy staple, but also to its almost common-sense 
components that allow interactions with refugees at all levels of society, from city 
government to NGO to average citizen. This has enabled the Leverkusen Model 
to be adopted or partially implemented by neighbouring cities within North-Rhein 
Westphalia (Flüchtlingsrat, 2015) and for the Model to be recommended as a party 
policy within Die Linke (Die Linke, 2013).

The Leverkusen Model can be considered a model of best practice due to the 
coherence of its type II MLG collaborative structure, where roles are clearly defined 
between all the relevant actors and there are transparent methods of checks-and-bal-
ances between all the actors to ensure that all aspects of the Model run as smoothly 
as possible. Communication between governance parties is continuous. The entire 
governance structure then promotes direct contact between citizens and refugees, 
exemplifying proactive integration through promoted contact (Maroufi, 2017; 
Zapata Barrero, 2015). It is both a proactive and reactive Model, where the only 
major problem within it is something the Model itself cannot solve: the general sup-
ply of available housing.

Discussion

While we’ve argued that the Leverkusen Model is one of best practice, it is impor-
tant to reiterate the limitation of this study: the small sample size and narrowed 
national background of refugee responses can only serve to illustrate how the Lev-
erkusen Model functions on a smaller scale rather than for refugees at large in Lev-
erkusen. However, and reflecting on our first research question, we’ve found that all 
governance partners are satisfied with how the Model operates within the scope of 
collaborative governance. From the civil service to the refugee-facing organisations, 
relevant stakeholders are given input into policy implementation.

Within the scope of the second question, what we’ve found is an interesting by-
product of a housing search: because Germany’s housing market is informal and 
relies on network chains of local knowledge, promoted volunteer contact became 
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the primary method for refugees to find private housing. The MLG structure of the 
Model allows for volunteer responses to be coordinated between the NGOs and the 
government (ZOL interview 2019; Refugee Council employee interview 2019), 
which then promotes intercultural contact and encourages language acquisition 
(YSL interview 2019; BDL interview 2019). As within Ager and Strang’s (2008) 
integration model, refugee connections with and to nationals are integral to overall 
integration.

From this, we can perceive civil society as being the most important foundation 
for refugee integration through housing in Leverkusen. This implication holds wide-
ranging importance for refugee policies writ large: an engaged civil society and 
volunteer effort, where contact between nationals and refugees is promoted by the 
government, can better facilitate refugee integration. Whether it’s through obtaining 
housing or having a friend with whom one can practice the local language, a govern-
ment policy that enables its citizenry to aid in acclimating refugees to their new sur-
roundings enjoys support from its citizens, its governance partners, and the policy’s 
recipients, the refugees themselves.

The Model also enables refugees to easily become volunteers themselves through 
its governance structure, which presents a strong transnationalistic (see Vertovec, 
2009) element to promote new refugee integration. This self-reinforcing mechanism 
allows the Model to move beyond a more standard interculturalist approach (see 
Zapata Barrero, 2015) by allowing someone familiar with two different cultures to 
act as a bridge for someone who is completely new to the country.

Given the general structuring of governance across cities in Germany (with 
type I and type II utilised widely), the Model bears relevance to many cities 
that either struggled to react well to the initial refugee influx in 2014–2015, or 
severely restricted the rights of refuges to access societal resources due to per-
ceived financial costs. The Model’s success over nearly two decades demonstrates 
that it is effective for both government and refugees. While there are expected 
administrative difficulties and issues in day-to-day delegation, it is a system that 
has enabled the Leverkusen government to save on expenditures while enabling 
refugees to become contributing members of society with relative ease.

The only speed bump to the Model’s wider application and implementation is 
the ongoing housing supply crisis across the plurality of German cities, which 
falls in tandem with a general affordability crisis. Leverkusen has engaged in 
a building program to ensure a growing population can be adequately housed 
across the city. Whether it will be enough to adjust to sudden population influxes 
from large-scale refugee movements, for example, remains to be seen.

Further longitudinal study into the implementation of the Leverkusen Model 
is warranted in order to best ascertain its merits, which will not be difficult given 
the Leverkusen Model will likely continue into the future.
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