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Abstract
The Red Cross is a crucial actor in promoting social integration and inclusion of migrants in
Finland and Italy. Drawing from an online survey, as well as on-site workshops and interviews,
this report examines the interlinkages between volunteerism and social inclusion. It highlights key
concepts, barriers, and challenges of and to social inclusion. Best practices are identified, as well
as similarities, differences, and the potential for transferability between the two countries.
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Introduction
In 2015 and 2016, more than 1.4 million people entered Europe via sea (UNHCR 2017a), with
the majority of the landings in Italy and Greece. Such a large population of newcomers brings
great potential for Europe, as well as challenges. On the one hand, these newcomers are
innovative and creative, full of fresh ideas and new perspectives. They bring rich cultural diversity.
These newcomers could also be part of a long-term solution to an aging Europe - with successful
integration, migrants could fill gaps left in the labour market by retiring workers and provide
critical contributions to European welfare systems. At the same time, in order to successfully
navigate their new lives in Europe, migrants require more than just their basic human needs to be
met. They need opportunities, tools, and social and political good will to become integrated into
and included within their new home societies.
As auxiliaries to authorities in the humanitarian field, Red Cross and Red Crescent societies are
working with and alongside responsible national authorities, including in the frontlines of social
inclusion and integration efforts with migrants. Drawing from scholarly literature, as well as field
research with staff and volunteers of the Italian Red Cross and the Finnish Red Cross, this report
should be understood as part of the Red Cross’ broader integration efforts. It seeks to identify
best practices of how volunteerism can promote meaningful social inclusion and integration of
migrants into new communities.
The first section of this report provides relevant country background information on Finland and
Italy. It then provides an overview of existing literature on social inclusion and social integration,
including scholars’ key findings regarding the interlinkages between volunteerism and social
inclusion, key methods of measurement, and evidence they have gathered. The third section of
the report focuses on describing the methodology of this project, which consisted of an onlinesurvey and three sets of on-site workshops and interviews. It summarizes the project's key findings
and limitations. The report then provides an in depth look at Finland and Italy by focusing on key
themes, projects, and best practices. Next it reflects on key similarities and differences between
the experiences of the Finnish Red Cross and Italian Red Cross, and considers the potential for
transferability between these contexts. It concludes with a general set of best practices guidelines
drawn from both contexts.
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Based on the Migration Policy of the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent
Societies (IFRC), the IFRC uses the deliberately broad umbrella term “migrant” to refer to any
person “who leave or flee their places of habitual residence to go to a new place – usually abroad
– to seek better or safer perspectives”. This term should therefore be understood within this
report to encompass, among others, labour migrants, stateless migrants, and migrants deemed
irregular by public authorities. It also includes asylum seekers and refugees, although these groups
constitute a special category under international law. The authors utilize this broader category and
definition of migrant, as understood and defined by the IFRC throughout this report, unless
otherwise further specified.

1. Country background information
1.1 Geography
The following maps display
the location of where Red
Cross staff and volunteers that
the researchers interacted with
are

working

-

Settimo

Torinese and Castellamonte
outside Torino in Italy as well
as Helsinki, Turku, and Oulu
in Finland.
illustration source: UN OCHA map of Finland and Italy

1.2 Number of migrant arrivals and asylum applications
The trends in terms of the
number of migrants who arrive
and apply for asylum are quite
different for Italy and Finland.
This can be partially explained
by the two countries’ locations
within Europe. As much of
Italy

lies

along

the

Mediterranean Sea, it is in
own illustration, data source: Eurostat 2017 (asylum and first-time asylum applicants)
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closer proximity than Finland to countries that have historically had more intensive population
movements. Italy therefore has had more consistently high inflows of migrants. While Italy has
been a major transit country throughout the last decades, it has also recently increasingly been
recognized as a destination country for migrants.
Finland, on the other hand, has been a destination rather than transit country. It has had a
relatively stable and comparably low number of first-time asylum-seeking applicants when
compared to Italy; approximately 3000 have applied annually during the five-year period of 20102014. In 2015 however, there was a sudden unprecedented increase to 32.345 asylum applications
in Finland (Eurostat 2017). The situation did stabilize rather quickly - the amount of applications
returning to comparable rates last year with 5.605 applications (Eurostat 2017).

1.3 Asylum application decisions 2016
Out of a total of more
than

%

89.800 decisions

made

on

asylum

applications in Italy and
20.700 in Finland in 2016
(Eurostat

2017b),

the

rejection rates are 61%
and 66% respectively.
These rejection rates are
quite

high

when

compared to the average
EU-28

rate

of

39%

own illustration, data source: Eurostat 2017b (First Instance Decisions)

(calculations based on rejection decisions data from Eurostat 2017b). This means that initial social
integration for some migrants takes place in a highly uncertain context; that is, the newly arrived
persons sometimes begin the process without knowing whether or not they will be able to stay in
their new host country in the long term. As this paper will discuss, this has implications in terms
of the motivation of migrants to become a volunteer, as well as for volunteers as they provide
support to migrants to integrate.
Finland and Italy also have slightly different approaches to their asylum application review
procedures. In Finland, parts of Afghanistan, Iraq and Somalia are considered sufficiently safe
(Finnish Immigration Service 2016). This means that if Finnish authorities find an applicant’s
3

personal circumstances to be insufficient grounds to grant international protection, the individual
can be returned to one of the areas Finnish authorities regard safe within their country of origin
despite the ongoing armed conflicts. As a result, both voluntary and involuntary returns take place
to these specific countries. In contrast, Italy does not keep an official list of countries with “safe
areas.”

1.4 Nationalities
When examining asylumseekers

specifically,

it

Nationalities

Number of

Nationalities

Number of

in Italy

asylum

in Finland

asylum

becomes evident that Italy

applicants

applicants

and Finland receive people

2016

2016

from different countries of

Nigeria

26.550

Iraq

1.080

origin.

Pakistan

13.470

Afghanistan

685

In Italy in 2016, four of the

Gambia

8.845

Syria

600

five

Senegal

7.550

Somalia

425

Ivory Coast

7.435

Eritrea

275

most

common

countries of origin were
African. These countries
were

Nigeria,

Gambia,

own illustration, data source: Eurostat 2017c (five main citizenships)

Senegal, and the Ivory Coast. In the Italian context, Pakistan was the one Middle Eastern country
found amongst the five most common countries of origin.
In contrast, the five most common nationalities amongst asylum-seekers in Finland in 2016
included more of a mixture of Middle Eastern and African countries, represented by Iraq,
Afghanistan, and Syria, and Somalia and Eritrea specifically.1

This examination of the most common nationalities is focused specifically on migrants who applied for asylum. Please
note the most common countries of origin may change slightly for both countries when considering migrants as an
umbrella category rather than asylum applicants specifically. The rationale behind the decision to portray the statistics in
this way is because official statistics focus on asylum-seekers as a specific and distinct group of people.
1
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1.5 Gender and age characteristics
%

Common asylum seeker characteristics 2016

100

In

2016,

demographically,
gender

80

and

age

incoming

60

the
of

asylum-

seekers as a distinct and

40

specific

20

group,

was

similar in Italy and

0
Male

18-34
Finland

Italy

Own calculation and illustration, based on data from Eurostat 2017 (asylum and first time applicants)

Finland.2

For

both

countries, a majority of
the

newcomers

who

were seeking asylum are
young and male. This is especially true in Italy where up to 85% of asylum-seekers are male and
80% are between the age of 18-34 years. We assume that a similar pattern would be observed
when examining the broader category of “migrants” rather than only asylum-seekers specifically.

1.6 Reception system
The reception system in Italy operates through separate short-term and long-term streams with
different services provided by different kinds of reception centres. In the initial phase of first aid
and assistance, identification procedures take place. The new arrivals are then placed in the firstline reception facilities which are distributed in regional hubs and run under the responsibility of
the Ministry of Interior and Prefectures. These first line reception facilities have only a short-term
focus of several weeks to months. The subsequent second-line reception facilities are under the
responsibility of local Prefectures. The placement in a second-line reception facility is
independent of the asylum status.
With the initiation of the SPRAR system (Protection System for Refugees and Asylum Seekers)
in 2002, a second line of reception facilities was created that generally focuses on long-term
integration. SPRAR projects are typically set up in small reception structures and in tight
cooperation networks between the municipality stakeholders and service providing NGOs. The
goal is to equip the migrants with skills to plan his or her new life. Therefore, the service provision
goes beyond mere material assistance and includes an individualized integration path including
It should be noted that not all migrants in Italy and Finland hand in asylum applications. The discussed statistics
refer only to the specific group of migrants who do hand in applications.
2
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vocational training and internships. Since its start, the available places increased to almost 24.000
in 2016.
When the number of migrants grows too high so that there is no longer space in the first or
second-line reception facilities, migrants are hosted in so called extraordinary emergency reception
centres (CAS). In 2016, CAS hosted 78% of Italy’s total asylum population - making it rather than
SPRAR the primary reception system in Italy. It is worth noting that ultimately both facilities seek
to follow the same integration guidelines and be as uniform as possible in order to provide
migrants the tools necessary to live in Italy.

Phase

First line reception facilities
Second line reception
facilities
Extraordinary Temporary
reception facilities

Number of

Number

centres in

of places

2016

in 2016

CARA, CDA

15

14,694

8%

SPRAR

649 projects

23,822

14%

CAS

7.005

137,218

78%

Name

%

own illustration, data source: UNHCR Country Update Italy 2016, aida Country Report Italy 2016

The Fenoglio Centre in Settimo Torinese was converted into a reception centre of the Red Cross
in 2007. The Fenoglio Centre is one of the 12 centres of different nature run by Italian RC at a
national level. In addition, Italian RC runs more than 80 centres at a local level. In the summer
2016, there were around 6000 migrants hosted in the short-term in a temporary tent camp. The
long-term programs SPRAR and CAS include 100 beneficiaries each. While these systems follow
the same overarching integration guidelines from the Ministry of Interior and Prefectures, they
also consist of separate and distinct space, staff, and activities.
The Finnish reception facilities are managed by the Red Cross, the municipal and state authorities
as well as private companies.3 As an unpredicted number of migrants reached Finland in 2015,
the Finnish Red Cross expanded its capacity of reception centres from 6 in 2015 to 109 within six
months´ time (Leskinen 2016, 9). Shortly after, the emergency centres started closing down

The role of private companies in running reception centres in Finland is relatively new. It began in 2015 in order
to accommodate the greater number of arriving migrants.
3

6

gradually. In 2016, the 62 reception centres in the country provided for 16.500 places (MIGRI 2.
2017, 1).

1.7 The role of municipalities
The role and scope of involvement of the municipalities, as well as their approaches, are distinct
in Italy and Finland. In Italy, the National Association of Italian Municipalities (ANCI) is the
major state authority responsible for managing the second line reception system SPRAR. The 649
decentralized projects are run under the auspices of single municipalities which are responsible
for providing the services in coordination with other stakeholders like contracted NGOs and
companies. SPRAR is funded by the Italian government, the municipalities, as well as from EU
funds for state integration efforts. The municipalities volunteer rather than are required to
participate in SPRAR. The role of the municipalities in Italy will be explained in further detail later
on.
In Finland, the municipalities take a varied approach. Many municipalities have developed specific
measures to cater to migrants. (For example, by developing special and tailor-made measures in
integration and education). At the same time, some of the services provided by municipalities are
done so through a more mainstreaming approach. (For example, the municipalities in Finland
provide services such as health care, social services and financial support for the general
population in Finland, including for migrants).
Prior to 2015, if a new asylum centre was needed, the Finnish Immigration Service MIGRI had
to first consult with the municipality about where the new centre might be placed. In 2015 this
policy changed; to increase efficiency and respond quickly to the urgent need for additional
facilities, the municipality’s leadership would, moving forward, only be informed about a new
reception centre being placed within their municipality. In terms of the level of cooperation
between the Finnish Red Cross and the municipalities in different regions in Finland, there is
variation. It ranges from the municipality not being aware of the local Red Cross branch to the
Red Cross playing a critical role as an advisor in the municipality’s daily activities.

1.8 Red Cross scope and activities
In both Finland and Italy, the Red Cross conducts activities locally, nationally, and internationally.
It provides emergency assistance and first aid, as well as social inclusion and integration-related
programming. The social activities of the Red Cross seek in particular to help vulnerable and
marginalized members of society – from the elderly, to young people, migrants, the incarcerated
7

and formerly incarcerated populations, the homeless, the poor, and those who suffer from
loneliness. It within this larger context that the Red Cross has a contracted auxiliary role with the
state authorities to run reception centres and provide additional support at the centres such as by
providing supplies and counselling and restoring family links.
The Finnish Red Cross has a volunteer base of more than 45.000 active volunteers. They operate
in over 500 local branches, with the largest having more than 5000 members. Three exemplary
national projects to foster social integration include the friend visitor service to combat the
problem of loneliness amongst the elderly people, young people, prisoners, carers, migrants and
others; the yearly hunger day fundraising, which yielded more than a double revenue of €5 million
in 2015, and a powerful anti-racism awareness raising campaign “I decide”, which was televised
public event. The Finnish Red Cross also has a second-hand store chain, Kontti, which it runs
through a cooperation with local social service authorities to provide employment opportunities
for Finnish nationals who have been unemployed for longer periods of time.
The Italian Red Cross meanwhile has 670 active branches and 156.405 volunteers. One important
site for social inclusion-related activities in Italy are the reception centres themselves. For example,
in Italy’s Settimo Torinese reception centre, social services and integration is provided for both
migrants as well as impoverished local Italians side by side. For example, meals are provided for
both populations daily in the canteen inside the reception centre. Two additional examples of this
“side-by-side” integration approach in Italy can be seen in the activities the Italian Red Cross
conducts with other actors such as the municipalities and local NGOs in different public spaces.
For example, the sports tournaments involving local Italian youths and migrant youth held in the
neighbourhood park in Settimo, and the social activities (social mixers, temporary exhibitions, art
programs, intercultural events, etc.) held in the library and civic centre in Settimo.
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2. Literature review:
what is social inclusion and how is it connected to volunteerism?
2.1 Social inclusion and integration
While integration and social inclusion are frequently used words, they have been used in different
ways and to invoke different values, assumptions, and meanings. A variety of sources - from
academic scholars, to nongovernmental organisations such as the national societies of the Red
Cross, and intergovernmental institutions like the EU have all published important literature on
the topic of integration and social inclusion.
UN DESA (2009) defined social integration as a process that promotes values, relations, and
institutions which enable all members of society to participate. With this overarching target in
mind, social inclusion is defined as the process which enables equal opportunities for all of a
society’s participants. In contrast to the process of assimilation, which emphasizes giving up one's
identity, integration is a process of ‘mutual adaptation’ to reach a common basis for sharing and
enriching each other, where everyone is given equal opportunities to have his identity be
recognized and his voice heard (Huddleston 2010, 6). An inclusive society gives room for
diversity. It allows for the acceptance of differences amongst its members. Key elements of an
inclusive society include: the ability and motivation of the members to participate; equal access to
public infrastructure and facilities; tolerance for and appreciation of diversity; and the creation of
positive narratives of an inclusive society (Huddleston 2010, 9).
Social inclusion is an active process which needs to occur in every arena and on all levels of
society; that is, in the cultural, economic, social, legal and political arena on the national, local,
community and individual level, in both formal and informal ways. Entzinger and Biezeveld
(2003) identified several indicators for the structural and cultural dimension of integration in the
areas of socio-economic, cultural, legal and political integration, as well as attitudes of the recipient
society. Their indicators for cultural integration and host society´s attitude especially informed the
theoretical foundation of our workshop.
The UK Home Office Report by Ager and Strang (2004) structured indicators according to four
layers. The last layer shows the outcome and simultaneously the means for deeper integration
such as employment, housing, education and health. The next layer is called social connections
and displays connections within a community, amongst communities and towards official
9

institutions. Regarding these social connections, Ager and Strang (2008) point out the important
role that associations and organizations of migrants play in advocating and cultivating
participation; a finding that is in accordance with a best practice that the researchers saw in
Finland. Another finding that was confirmed in our workshop in Finland is the crucial role
friendliness plays--- of staff in the reception places, of public service offices, as well as of the host
society in general. The UK Home Office Report further describes key “facilitators” of social
integration, including language, cultural knowledge, safety, and stability.
Another underlying foundation of integration is rights and citizenship. These rights have an
important role in measuring the scope and success of social inclusion. Ager and Strang (2008)
point out that it is the host nation's understanding of the national identity which sets the
framework for the definition of integration, in a legal and social sense as well as in terms of rights
and duties.
Since integration is a dynamic, 2-way process between the host society and migrants, the
prerequisite for a successful integration is the willingness of both populations to welcome the
unknown, appreciate diversity, and be aware of diverse needs. According to UN DESA (2009),
integration therefore must not only focus on the newcomers but equally on transforming the
mindset of the host society. The goal is to make all stakeholders feel comfortable with the
unknown, to demonstrate that different value sets do not automatically constitute a threat, and to
enable them to perceive the potential of inclusive participation. In this regard, Ager and Strang
(2008) note that language can be a key challenge, for both those who seeking services, as well as
for those who provide services. Translation services are crucial in all stages of integration.
Within the framework of the INVOLVE project (Involvement of third country nationals in
volunteering as a means of better integration) Wilson (2006) points out the importance of
integration from the very beginning, from “day one.” Governmental definitions typically do not
provide or emphasize official structures for such an early integration, nevertheless, some scholars
advocate that organizations in the field should put more effort into early integration.
Recently, actors such as the IFRC and the Italian Red Cross, with support by Ground Truth
Solutions, are further clarifying and gathering insight on what social integration might mean and
look like for migrants on the ground, within their lived, every day realities. By gathering migrants’
perceptions of both Red Cross services and host communities’ acceptance of migrants in Italy,
the Red Cross hopes to use this information to better meet their operational objectives, including
10

of fostering effective social integration of migrants. The second round of surveying in a few pilot
programmes was conducted in spring 2017 and included information around concepts such as
“voice”, “trust” and “empowerment”. These kinds of monitoring and evaluation approaches are
critical in further defining and understanding what meaningful social integration might mean and
look like for critical stakeholders in different contexts.

2.2 Volunteering and volunteerism
Instead of providing a uniform definition, Wilson (2006) points out the potentially diverse
conceptions of volunteering in the host country and in the migrants’ communities due to different
societal models. Miller, Simpson, Lieben (2011) indicate the diversity of volunteers’ backgrounds,
motivations, form of participation, and scope of commitment. Three particular motivations paths
are found to often be behind volunteering, namely as a route to employment, as a social
commitment, and as a route to deeper integration. These paths did appear within the researchers’
workshop experiences. Miller, Simpson, Lieben (2011) point out that citizen participation
increases the capacity of a community to promote their own best interest and that the reciprocity
creates higher efficiency.
A volunteering study from the British and Danish Red Cross (Larsen 2013) makes a link between
volunteering and competencies that are fundamental for societies to function. Not only is the host
country's society, rules, requirements and expectations important, but the broader sense of being
part of a global society. Volunteering or membership in an organisation bears the remarkable
feature of expanding the concept of trust beyond the boundaries of mere kinship or friendship.
It has a multifarious impact on the volunteers themselves, on the direct beneficiaries, on the
community, and on the volunteer organization. Wilson (2006), for example, points out the crucial
role of the voluntary sector in creating participatory opportunities and a positive attitude not only
within its own sector but also in the society at large through the evolution of more clearly stated
positions on integration, and the highlighting and replication of best practices.

2.3 Scholarly critiques and cautions to volunteerism
After conducting research on volunteerism in medical emergency response contexts, scholars
Asgary and Junck (2013) emphasize training and preparation for volunteers is critical to instilling
the ethics and professionalism necessary for volunteers to aid communities effectively. Without
adequate preparation, volunteers can inadvertently do harm, despite their good intentions. To
mitigate such risks, volunteer-driven organizations such as the Red Cross are following
internationally applicable protection principles and core values to guide their work such as the
11

International Red Cross Movement’s Fundamental Principles but also “do-no-harm”. In addition,
they have developed training and preparatory courses. These courses provide a common critical
foundation of ethics as well as practical guidance such as techniques for stress management and
insights into the organization’s structure. A key lesson learned and best practice then, from both
scholarly literature as well as the Red Cross’ practical experience, is that guidelines and standards,
as well as sufficient supervision and additional psychosocial support, are indispensable for
building up a sustainable, ethical, effective, and efficient volunteering system.
A further critical aspect, pointed out by Jobe (2011), is how to establish a long-term commitment
of volunteering after an acute crisis has waned or faded from the public’s view. Although support
by volunteers is given out of free will and is not an obligation, the simple fact of engaging in the
first place creates a certain responsibility to follow up and continue to engage in the long-term.

2.4 Application to our research
In this paper, we will refer to both the underlying values and relationship as well as the creation
of equal opportunities and will use the words inclusion and integration interchangeably. For
reasons of clarifying the different types of volunteers, we will refer to volunteers from the host
country as “national volunteers” and migrants who are now volunteering with the Red Cross as
“migrant volunteers”.
Social inclusion must take part in every area and on all levels of society. The scope of the Red
Cross as a national volunteering organization with local branches is limited since it cannot be
active in every social arena and at every level of society. However, it plays a crucial role as direct
facilitator as well as multiplier. A common tenor in the literature is the overcoming of barriers to
integration and volunteerism through highlighting and expanding best practices. Our research is
situated within this literature by examining best practices and lessons learned in Finland and Italy.
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3. Methodology and key findings
3.1 Online pre-workshop survey
Methodologically, the data for this paper was collected through several methods. First, a brief
online survey consisting of 10 questions was sent to Red Cross volunteers and staff. The questions
offered a mixture of multiple choice responses based on the key indicators of, as well as commonly
identified needs, obstacles, and challenges for social inclusion and integration from the literature
(example: learning the language, learning about society’s rule and structures, etc.). It also offered
opportunities for open-ended responses (a blank “other” response was always available, and some
questions were posted in an open-ended way). In total, 10 volunteers participated in the preworkshop survey; 7 from Finland and 3 from Italy. Since the survey was not meant to deliver
rigorous data but rather give guidance for the workshop, the displayed answers are to be read in
this meaning.
The first multiple choice questions allowed respondents to select multiple answers. Questions
such as: “Before I volunteered with the Red Cross I …” and “What made you decide to start
volunteering with the Red Cross in the first place?” aimed at tracking the path of the volunteers
into their volunteering activity.
In the next section, the participants described activities they are involved in with a focus on what
they liked best about the project and what could have gone better in order identify strategies that
work as well as potential for improvement. A further question later on, “what aspects of your
work has been most challenging?”, deepens the findings about challenges and potential for
improvement. The next question points out the major target of volunteering. It was posed in two
ways; first for the volunteers as beneficiaries, “What do you want to take away as well as contribute
through your volunteering with the Red Cross” and was inverted for the Red Cross staff as
facilitators, “what are the most important things you would like volunteers and/or migrants to
take away from their work and experience with the Red Cross?”. The survey for staff also included
“what strategies do you think work to encourage migrants to engage in volunteering work at the
Red Cross.” Finally, we asked all respondents for particular challenges or best practices that they
want to share in the workshop.
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In the survey, we found

Reasons to start volunteering

nearly

7

respondents

primarily

It is an opportunity to improve my
language skills

volunteering

saw
as

an

opportunity to contribute as

I had previous experience in
volunteering and wanted to continue

an opportunity to give
It is an opportunity to meet new people

something

6

respondents were driven

I heard positive experiences from
friends/family/colleagues

to volunteer by positive
feedback from those they

It is an opportunity to give something
back to my community
number of answers 0

back.”

are personally connected
2

4

6

8

to. 4 wanted to use the

opportunity to seek out personal connection, “meet new people,” while 2 were driven by the
opportunity for individualized gain, “to improve my language skills.” 4 respondents also pointed
to the importance awareness and/or visibility within their society played in their decision to
volunteer. Other responses reconfirmed the important role of visibility: for example, three
volunteers in Finland mentioned that the coverage of the refugee crisis by the media in 2015 was
a key driver while one migrant mentioned that when he saw a lot of volunteers in the reception
centre this made him want to contribute as well.
Since our survey also allowed respondents to add in their own individual answers we also received
within this “other” category: “to do something concrete on an everyday level;” to “reduce stress;”
and “experience empowerment as individuals compared to being treated as migrant.” Further
responses we received were to “motivate and support volunteers;” for migrant volunteers
especially to “shift their attitude from being helped to be the one that provide aid to other;” “to
help them understand that a part of life is over and now new skills and an open mind are required
to start the new process of building a new home in their new countries.” At its best respondents
characterized the Red Cross as “offering people opportunities for interaction through which all
parties learn new attitudes, skills and knowledge.”
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According to 6 respondent the two most challenging aspects of the work as volunteer is the
unclear communication and coordination within the Red Cross organization as well as the
language barrier, which was mentioned by five persons. Challenges that were mentioned
additionally by the participants included the question of how to reach a diverse target group across
ages, genders and ethnic groups.
Furthermore, how to take into

Challenging aspects of volunteer work

account one of the special

Lack of additional training

vulnerabilities of migrants and

Lack of additional support or
mentorship
Lack of additional psychosocial
support

asylum-seekers

in

reception

centres that result from the
circumstances of their daily lives,
which includes the unhealthy
mixture of boredom, stress and

Cultural misunderstandings
Language barrier
Unclear communication and
coordination

lack of meaningful things to do.

0

2

4

6

number of answers

The limited budget for activities
was also discussed in more depth in the workshop in Italy.
In the survey, respondents recommended that migrants need to be consulted and involved as
active actors within the planning of volunteering activities. They emphasized that migrants need to
be the drivers and given spaces to articulate and pursue their needs while Red Cross’ role should
be as a mere facilitator and supporter. Two other recommendations were that activities should be
tailored to individual needs and skills of migrants as much as possible, and that it is critical for
Red Cross to provide information about volunteering opportunities and invitations to migrants
to join in different forms (written, in person, etc.).

3.2 Workshops in Helsinki, Turku and Settimo Torinese
The remainder of the research for this report was collected through visits to Finland and Italy,
and which included short workshops and informal interviews in Finland and Italy. The visit to
the Finnish Red Cross consisted of visiting, holding the workshop and conducting informal
interviews in the headquarters in Helsinki, the district office in Turku, as well as the reception
centre in Turku. In the case of the four migrant volunteers in Turku, none of them live in the
reception centre, but they all stay with family/host family in the nearby city centre. The following
participants contributed in the workshops and discussion rounds:
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Workshops in Finland

Helsinki

Turku

Workshop in Settimo Torinese on 10th May

on 30th

on 31st

Migrant Red Cross volunteer

1

March

March

Migrant Red Cross volunteer and National

3

Red Cross staff

3

1

Civil Service Volunteer

National Red Cross volunteers

4

1

National Civil Service Volunteer

2

Migrant Red Cross volunteers

2

4

Castellamonte National Red Cross volunteers

2

Total

9

6

Total

8

The National Civil Service is a nationally recognized system of compensated temporary social
work. Three migrants did their volunteering as Red Cross staff in the framework of this service
system. In Italy, the workshop, as well as a series of interviews was held at the Settimo Torinese
reception centre. Interviews and site visits were also conducted at the Red Cross office in
Castellamonte, Italy, and the Civic Multimedia Archimede Library (in Italian, the Biblioteca Civica
Multimediale Archimede), where the researchers spoke to volunteers as well as staff of the library
and the NGO Casa Dei Popoli where the latter works with the municipality to provide a number
of special events, activities, classes, and exhibitions throughout the year open to the entire
community at the library.
The workshops meanwhile focused on three key areas: 1) Surfacing participants’ own ideas of
what social inclusion means on both a personal and societal level, as well as specifically from
migrants’ perspectives; 2) Identifying key obstacles to volunteering (especially for migrants); and
3) Sharing personal experiences, ideas for solutions to the main challenges and obstacles
participants were facing, and thoughts for best practices.
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Aim

Question

Methodology

Best practices

Obstacles
Obstacles

Concepts Concepts

Differentiating and reflecting
on different perceptions of

1. What does social inclusion mean and

Cards with

social inclusion

look like for YOU

prepared input,

2. How does Finnish /Italian society

discussion,

perceive social inclusion?

priority voting

Differentiating according to

1. This is how social inclusion 3. How do migrants perceive social
SHOULD look like

with stickers

inclusion?

2. This is how social inclusion
looks like IN REALITY
NOW
Identifying obstacles to

What are obstacles that hinder

Cards with

volunteering and social

migrants to start/continue/work well

clustered input,

inclusion

in volunteering?

priority voting by
individually
selecting cards and
explaining to the
group discussion

Sharing experience and best

1. what projects are you working on?

Storytelling,

practices, identifying

2. what works WELL?

informal exchange

solutions

3. What could go BETTER? And how?
4. What have you learned in your work
that others can learn from too?

Methodologically, we identified key concepts, indicators, and outcomes of integration from existing
literature and scholarship. We used these ideas as a starting point to begin discussions at the
workshops with participants about volunteerism, social inclusion, and social integration, with a
focus on key challenges, opportunities, and best practices. To do this, we wrote key ideas from the
literature on post-its, and clustered the information by common themes, trends, and patterns. We
then invited participants to review the post-its requesting that they amend or add to the ideas
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presented by the literature by editing or creating new post-its as needed. We focused on key
questions such as: what information was missing or inaccurate from the literature based on
participants’ own practical experience and local context? The next activity allowed participants to
select several (1-3) post-its they found to be most important (includes those from the literature,
ones amended during the first activity, or ones generated from group discussions) and explain why
they thought these ideas in particular were key. Lastly, we employed a “dot-voting” technique
where participants could use six stickers as “votes” to signal which post-its signalled ideas that they
thought were most critical for social inclusion and integration.
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3.2.1 Concepts of social inclusion: “What does social inclusion mean for….”
The phrases “social inclusion” and “social integration” are often used interchangeably, or in vague
senses. We discussed what social inclusion might look like or what aspects are most important
from three different perspectives:
1) national volunteers; 2) the general Italian or Finnish society; 3) a migrant.
What does social inclusion mean and look like for YOU









creating a feeling of belonging
cultivating intercultural understanding
facilitating the language
creating space and time to meet people, mixing up
building self-esteem
exchange knowledge how to navigate daily life in the new country context
migrants treated equally, given equal opportunities to show what they can and who they are
getting to know to the different identities of the migrants, room for diversity

What does social inclusion mean and look like for SOCIETY






Following the formal and informal rules of society
Contributing to the welfare and not exploiting the social system
Working properly, no delinquency
Knowing the language
adaption

What does social inclusion mean and look like for MIGRANTS







Feeling welcomed
Feeling accepted as I am
Being helped with daily life challenges, legal issues, searching for work
Given opportunities to participate
Being able to shape the community through my personal engagement
Friendship not constrained by ethnicity

Bearing in mind that the participants of the workshops are a self-selected group of people who
are actively dedicated towards social integration rather than a representative group of Finnish and
Italian societies at large, the researchers note key themes and observations from the discussions
below. From the migrant´s perspective, Italy active concepts of integration “feeling accepted as I
am” and “feeling welcomed”, were emphasized in both Finland and Italy. Key categories that
received the most number of votes in the dot-voting exercise on key concepts of what social
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inclusion might mean and look like included: “exchanging knowledge of how to navigate daily life
in the new country context” and “being able to shape the community through my personal
engagement.” In both groups, “knowing the language” was also voted as a top crucial aspect of
integration.
In Helsinki, the group also voted the most for “following the formal and informal rules,” and
“being able to pursue education and employment activities.” The theme of trust was also added
as a key concept which must be nurtured in and across all integration efforts in Helsinki and
Turku. Participants in Helsinki also emphasized social inclusion as a dynamic two-way process
where, from a societal perspective, both natives and migrants require opportunities to participate
for social integration to be successful.
In the Settimo Torinese workshop as in Finland “knowing the language” was pointed out as
crucial concept for integration and received the most votes. Interestingly, while the importance
of education and employment opportunities was a theme that came up repeatedly during the
workshop in informal conversation in Italy, this category did not receive votes. Participants in
Italy also added and voted for “having legal documents and citizenship” as important aspects of
social integration.
A common theme of discussion when examining society's perspective of social integration, was
the idea of the “fear of the unknown.” While the EU is comprised of a great deal of diversity – in
terms of language, customs, etc., workshop participants felt fear of the unknown is still a key
obstacle to the inclusion of migrants into society. One Italian Red Cross volunteer expressed how
he feels society sees incoming migrants as the main reason for socio-cultural change even though
many changes and differences are coming from other sources, such as different generations of
native Italians: “I don´t do what my grandmother did, and that´s normal. That is how history
goes.” For volunteers, getting society to recognize the place of change as a normal phenomenon
rather than something to be afraid of is a key challenge to effective social integration.
A last aspect emphasized by the participants during this section of the workshop was that it is
important to bear in mind that, rather than being a uniform population group, there is a great deal
of diversity within the migrant communities themselves. Sometimes these differences – between
nationalities, religions, and ethnicities --- can lead to prejudices, tensions, and become points of
conflict. The diversity within migrant communities must always be taken into careful
consideration when devising approaches to social integration.
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3.2.2 Obstacles to volunteering
Based on a literature review, the researchers created a list of common obstacles that might prevent
both national and migrant volunteers from starting or continuing to volunteer. These obstacles
could be clustered into five main themes: risks and fear; discrimination and a lack of support;
organizational obstacles; a lack of information and communication; and a lack of incentives.
Using these main obstacles suggested from literature as a starting point for discussions, the
researchers then asked workshop participants which, (if any), of these obstacles were relevant
from their own experiences and context. In addition, the researchers asked if there were other
additional obstacles which the literature had omitted, but that they had found to be important to
think about. Under the “General Key Obstacles to Volunteering” section below we have listed
the most common obstacles to volunteerism according to our literature review. In the subsequent
sections “Key Barriers for Migrants Volunteers” and “Red Cross Organizational Challenges,” the
researchers identify key obstacles and challenges specifically relevant according to the perspectives
of the Finnish Red Cross and Italian Red Cross staff and volunteers who participated in the
workshops.
General Key Obstacles to Volunteering:
Risks and Fear







unclear legal situation whether I am allowed to be involved
uncertainty or fear about the future
afraid of deportation
shyness to contact others
not feeling comfortable – in space, in doing activity, etc.
lack of self-confidence

Discrimination and lack of support
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feeling the hostility of society when getting engaged
too occupied with handling challenges/hardship/trauma
discouragement from peers
don´t want to get exposed to different opinions/views/religions
cultural misunderstandings
not wanting to be overlabelled simply as “migrant”

Organizational Obstacles











no stable contact person to refer to while engaging in activities
short-term engagements only, one-off activity without follow up
bureaucratic/inflexible procedures
no focus (lacked particular task to do)
unorganized activities
criticism of staff during the first volunteering experiences
lack of budget to support these activities
lack of equipment / supplies to have volunteer activities
poor coordination within organization between organizational departments
not enough learning from others to make effective programs

Lack of Information & Communication








not sure what you can offer/contribute
don´t know someone who could get me involved
language barrier
I am not qualified. I need training and education.
lacking opportunities to get engaged/ not aware of offers
unclear communication (including of expectations)
waiting for an invitation

Lack of Incentives
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no time
it is unpaid
it´s not my responsibility
no motivation
don´t think that this is going to help anyone or change anything

Key Barriers for Migrant Volunteers:

Language Barrier: One major obstacle that was emphasized in discussions was the language
barrier migrants face. This challenge can impact a migrant’s ability to integrate into society or
secure employment. It can also potentially deter them from volunteering or learning more about
Red Cross’ activities.
In both Finland and Italy, state authorities as well as the Red Cross are aware of and seeking to
resolve the language barrier by utilizing a variety of “best practices” approaches. For example, the
Red Cross provides complementary and informal language learning alongside the state’s education
system. Another key intervention has been Red Cross efforts to develop activities, their trainings,
and communications materials in different languages. For example, in Finland the researchers
were shown bi-lingual informational pamphlets on the Finnish Red Cross and informed how
trainings are offered in different languages. In Italy, meanwhile, the researchers learned how the
Italian Red Cross is similarly offering first aid trainings and developing videos to welcome and
orient migrants to the reception centres in different languages which are more common amongst
the migrants.

Insecure Status, Depression, Anxiety: A second key obstacle that was mentioned in both
countries was the insecure context migrants operate in as a result of having to wait for their asylum
application result and their fear, anxiety, and depression stemming from the possibilities of
deportation. The obstacle of language becomes further problematized by this challenge since there
is little incentive to learn the language if one is only going to be deported. As many migrants see
Italy in particular as a mere transit country, this creates a challenging context in which people
often lack sufficient incentive to be involved in volunteering.

Lack of Time: Migrants in the Italian Settimo Torinese reception centre who stay for a longer
time are involved in the SPRAR system, which means that they are occupied with language classes
and work almost immediately. A migrant Red Cross volunteer in Italy mentioned that such a
demanding schedule means some people are not willing to commit their leisure time to
volunteering with the Red Cross. On the other side, several people require to use their spare time
for volunteering activities, convinced of its utility to have a positive impact on their future life.

Gender Inequality: National volunteers in Helsinki explained that sometimes women in
particular face barriers in participating in activities or starting to volunteer due to childcare, familial
responsibilities, and/or more traditional notions of gender roles.
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Red Cross Organizational Challenges

Communication and Coordination: A common obstacle in both groups revolved around
coordination and communication within Red Cross, which primarily relates to the complex
organizational set-up of different departments and branches involved in the same issues. The
difference of roles and tasks inside the same place (job place or place of volunteers’ activity) could
cause sometimes a little bit of confusion, especially in terms of capacity. In case of the civil service
volunteers, the fact they are “in the middle” requires that they have to experiment different
activities in order to respond to the needs of their own projects. Sometimes they could feel their
capacity being untapped as they have to try all the tasks of the projects, because of the training
value of the service they do.

Turnover of Personnel: Another obstacle cited in getting migrants involved in volunteering is
the high turnover rate of Red Cross personnel which makes it more difficult to establish and build
rapport, as well as sustain projects.

Budget and Equipment: Several migrant Red Cross volunteers and staff cited the limited budget
as a key challenge. In particular, migrant volunteers mentioned that there was a desire by many to
share their culture with others via “universal languages” such as music, dance, sports, and cultural
events. However, they mentioned this often proves difficult to implement where there is not the
budget for the musical instruments or clothing to display their culture.

Lack of Awareness and Capacity: According to interview with volunteers, sometimes migrants
are not aware they can become volunteers in the first place. This barrier to volunteering manifested
slightly differently in the Italian and Finnish contexts. In Finland, volunteers mentioned this lack
of awareness might partially be because migrant volunteers are less visible within the reception
centres as many tend to focus on participating in initiatives outside of the centres. In Italy,
volunteers highlighted that they felt the key barrier was less about a lack of awareness that
volunteering possibilities exist, (as migrant volunteers are quite visible in the centres as they go
about completing daily activities), and more that there is simply not enough capacity within the
Red Cross to train and supervise all of the people who are interested in volunteering.

Too Many Volunteers with Too Few Opportunities: A last potential hindrance was highlighted
by workshop participants in Italy. If there are many volunteers but very few volunteering tasks to
do it can sometimes create a lack of motivation for the volunteers. The introduction of transversal
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tasks could be very useful to introduce new challenges, working on the community and on the
branches in order to develop suitable activities. Especially working with the community, the balance
should include a lot of attention at a programming and organizational level.
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Key Findings – A Summary
What are the most important factors for social inclusion?



Language and employment are most important for social inclusion.
Learning, understanding, and respecting "rules and structures" and educational
opportunities are the second most important.

What are the most common reasons migrants become volunteers?
 Active engagement
externally focused
 To help others
 To give back
 To contribute to a place that is helping me (reciprocation)
 To make connections to the people and world around me
internally focused
 To help myself – to learn and educate myself
 I decided to
 Passive engagement
 To occupy the time
 Because they are "bored" and "waiting"
 To have hobbies
 I was invited

What are the most common barriers for migrants to become volunteers?




Information and communication gaps, "I don't know how I can help, join, or
contribute."
In Finland – depression, anxiety, and trauma has been a key barrier according to
Red Cross volunteers working in the reception centre.
In Italy – not having the time due to involvement in the SPRAR program was cited
as a barrier according to Red Cross volunteers working in the reception centre.

What are the key barriers for Red Cross?




26

Organizational capacity- limited staff, and capacity to oversee/train volunteers and
other staff
Budget
Communication and Coordination- between offices and reception centres,
between staff and volunteers

What are the key barriers for Finnish and Italian natives to become volunteers?



In Finland - Finnish people can be shy. An invitation is sometimes needed.
In Italy - There is much greater interest in being involved in ambulatory services,
there is not the same interest for social integration-related projects.

3.3 Study Limitations
There were several key limitations to this study. First, while the survey and workshop had a range
of participants in terms of demographics such as age, country of origin (including participants
originally from Finland and Italy), and included Red Cross staff and volunteers, it is important to
bear in mind the sample size was small. In the workshops, there were 15 participants in total in
Finland (9 participants in Helsinki and 6 during the workshop in Turku) and 8 participants in
Settimo, Italy. Meanwhile, 10 volunteers in total participated in the pre-workshop survey; 7 from
Finland and 3 from Italy. As a result, the researchers caution against viewing this report’s findings
as truly representative of the Finnish Red Cross and Italian Red Cross staff and volunteers’
perspectives.
Secondly, the fact that the online survey was only available in English may have limited both the
number and richness of survey responses, as some participants may have felt less comfortable
reading and writing responses in English. Thirdly, the researchers for this project were not able
to dedicate sufficient time for the fieldwork and stock-taking that this project deserved. Lastly, it
is worth noting that the workshop and in-person interviews were not implemented uniformly rather, they were adapted and adjusted as needed to more effectively suit participants’ own
interests, needs, accommodate time for building rapport, allowing for multiple language
translations, etc. For further information and reflection on the methodology used in the
workshop, please see the footnote on this page.4

Within this footnote, several concrete examples of how the research methodology adapted and shifted are provided.
First, after piloting the workshop in Helsinki and receiving input from participants, one activity was removed from
the agenda of subsequent workshops because the activity was deemed less effective. In Turku, the visit to the
reception centre and interview questions took longer than expected so the workshop activities were shortened. In
Italy, some participants needed all aspects of the workshop activities to be translated to make their participation
possible. As a result, we shortened and simplified the activities slightly to maintain an inclusive workshop space, and
to prevent fatigue for the participants who assisted in the activities by acting as live translators.
4
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4. Case study Finland
4.1 Prominent topics
“It was
was not a refugee
a volunteer
crisis”
“It
refugeecrisis,
crisis,it itwas
was
a volunteer
crisis”
In 2015, in Finland while the number of migrants had increased, so too did the number of people
who approached Red Cross to volunteer. In Helsinki, this resulted in a higher ratio of volunteers
per newly arrived migrants. Speaking with Helsinki-based Red Cross staff, they reflected that they
viewed this as an important opportunity to learn from. As a takeaway from the experience, the
Finnish Red Cross changed and increased the efficiency of their systems. For example, they
replaced the more time-consuming manual registration system with an electronic one allowing
them to register new volunteers more quickly. They also considered how they might do a better
job of dividing and delegating tasks rather than relying on only a few individuals to do a lot.
Red Cross staff emphasized several aspects of this experience which are relevant to volunteering.
First, they pointed to how an important driver which encourages volunteers to volunteer in the
first place is general awareness, knowledge and education. Secondly, in the case of Finland in
2015, the media played an important role in increasing awareness of the general Finnish
population of the “refugee crisis” through heightened coverage of the situation.
The experience also reinforced the need to continue reflecting on several key questions and issues.
The Finnish Red Cross devoted additional time to reflecting on how they might accommodate
future influxes not just of migrants but volunteers as well. It also served as an opportunity to reconsider how they might build more flexible, adaptive, and nimble model of volunteering, as well
as how to sustain this work after the concentrated periodic attention wanes. For example, while
it may be inevitable to have swells and moments where there is more attention than normal, antidiscrimination, education, and awareness raising campaigns and advocacy work can always play a
critical role in helping to create a baseline societal level of good will, raise prospects for volunteer
recruitment, and create a broader culture of volunteerism. In addition, staff emphasized that
volunteer retention can be further encouraged by really appreciating and praising volunteers,
providing adequate training and support both in the beginning as well as throughout a person’s
volunteering, and providing the volunteers with clear expectations about their role from the
beginning and making an effort to “match” a person’s skills and interests with existing
opportunities.
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There is one additional issue which the experience of 2015 highlighted but that the Finnish Red
Cross is still grappling with; there is a mismatch between where the greatest number of active
volunteers, (within Helsinki and urban areas) are, compared to where the greatest numbers of
reception centres are located who need additional volunteers, (in rural areas). Part of this
mismatch has occurred for financial reasons: the state has prioritized closing the reception centres
in the urban centres rather than the rural areas partially to save on costs.

Of Trust and Invitations
Another key concept that arose in our time with the Finnish Red Cross revolved around different
conceptions of trust and invitations. Migrant volunteers in Turku described that since many of
the migrants are coming from intense contexts of civil war, violence, and total breakdown,
absence, or dysfunction of state authority, many when they first arrive do not trust authorities and
official entities. Instead, they rely on personal ties to gain information and begin to feel comfortable.
In contrast, Finnish society places a high level of trust in institutions. In the beginning this could
create some misunderstandings; some migrants can rely more heavily on information from
someone they have a direct personal tie to rather than someone with a formal position. As a result,
sometimes Finnish Red Cross staff and volunteers found they could successfully share
information with migrants only after a communication that was coming from someone who they
had a more personal relationship with. For the Finns, who are accustomed to trusting titles and
authorities to be neutral and professional, they were not accustomed to this. The Finnish Red
Cross staff adjusted their approaches when they came to understand the migrants’ different
conceptions of trust and authority. They focused on having small, very personalized interactions
to build rapport with migrants. They engaged in “low threshold activities” like having a cup of tea
with migrants before working to establish more formalized and professionalized interactions as
official “Red Cross staff.” Another strategy Red Cross has used to mitigate this potential barrier
is to establish trusting relationships with some members of the groups that other migrants already
trust and know. That way, information is still communicated and received while the Finnish Red
Cross works to establish more broadly greater rapport and the migrants’ trust in institutions.
Migrants in Turku described how they felt as the Finnish authorities missed an important
opportunity to re-establish migrants’ trust in institutions. They felt that some of the newly
employed staff in the Finnish Migration office were not sufficiently trained to undertake the
asylum procedure interviews they conducted during the 2015 crisis. The fact that volunteers who
have a personal relationship with migrants are asked the same questions that were already
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explained to the migrants by authority figures suggests additional consideration into rebuilding
trust in authorities and institutions may be needed.
Additionally, this lack of trust in institutions by migrants has also the risk of creating a distorted
image of the mandate of RC staff and volunteers. Although the distinction between the authorities
and Red Cross is always communicated,

because of requests from migrants of sharing

information on issues outside of their mandate and role, the limits of role of the RC can become
vague to migrants. This is particularly true in specific moments when a Red Cross staff member
tries to assist a migrant by explaining or translating the decisions that were made by authorities
during the asylum application procedure.
One migrant emphasized another aspect of trust which is key: particularly after the traumatic
experiences which come with displacement, migrants must restore trust in themselves, as well as
amongst other migrants. By re-establishing this kind of trust, migrants can reclaim a sense of selfreliance, independence and agency. The Red Cross can aid in this kind of trust restoration by
fostering migrant participation in volunteering. By handing over tasks, the Red Cross allows
migrants to feel a sense of responsibility and sends a clear message: “we trust that you can do
that!”.
Another strategy Red Cross has employed is using different techniques for raising awareness to
volunteering opportunities to both increase the participation of Finnish nationals as well as of
migrants in social activities. For the reason that the Finnish people can sometimes be considered
“shy,” or have never considered they could become volunteers themselves, Red Cross staff in
Finland report that having an invitation to join or participate in voluntary activities from friends
or through personal contacts can be an efficient recruitment tool to encourage people to join.
Similarly, they have found that multiple, repeated invitations through different channels (in
person, a written letter, providing information on a public board) are more effective in getting
migrants to engage in activities in the centre, and are particularly helpful in establishing trust and
rapport.

Red Cross volunteering of refugees in Finland
Migrant volunteers in Finland normally engage in the volunteering activities of the local Red Cross
branch which take place outside the reception centre, with the exception of some migrants
volunteering within the centres specifically as translators. This widespread practice is in line with
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Finnish institutions, organisations, and the Finnish Equality Act which provide a quite
comprehensive legal framework and guidance for the inclusion and equal opportunity for
migrants and other minorities. By encouraging volunteering outside of the mostly remotely
located centres, early integration is fostered by creating the habit of going outside the centre and
getting in touch with people from outside.

Overall, interviewees cited that despite these

comprehensive integration policies, strategies, and approaches, sometimes there is still a challenge
for migrants to volunteer with the Red Cross for geographic and logistical reasons- for example,
by living in a more geographically remote area outside Helsinki where Red Cross branch might
be more difficult to get to. However, while the geographically remote areas are an ongoing
challenge, the Finnish Red Cross acknowledges this and is actively addressing this issue, their
branch network covers almost the entire country. . Such approaches can serve as a source of
inspiration for other national Red Crosses facing similar geographic and distributional challenges.

Preparation courses and the common understanding of the Red Cross
The Finnish Red Cross found that the context of the refugee crisis reinforced the critical role
training and preparation courses play in nurturing and retaining effective volunteers, as well as
preventing misunderstandings. With the huge needs in 2015 – when the number of volunteers as
well as migrants suddenly increased, volunteers were in charge of some administrative tasks in the
set-up phase of new reception centres, but also felt they had not had adequate training,
preparation, and mentorship to take on such large responsibilities. Other volunteers began
volunteering immediately with the idea that they could attend an official training later once the
moment of crisis passed and the Red Cross had more capacity to devote to training new
volunteers. Other Finnish Red Cross staff members mentioned the importance of the training
course in preventing misconceptions of what volunteering will look like practically, in terms of
daily experiences. For example, they mentioned that sometimes volunteers first join the Red Cross
with very high expectations or false images of performing heroic acts. When then very few or no
migrants attend activities or appear disinterested, the volunteers with high expectations can
become disappointed or discouraged.
Ultimately, these stories and challenges reveal several key takeaways. First, examining how to
further build capacity, particularly during “crisis” times, is always a fruitful activity as there is
always room for further improvement. Secondly, the anecdotes suggest that along with
information on the key principles and values, trainings must always include practical information –
such as the key roles and responsibilities of volunteers, specifically what kinds of activities
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volunteers can expect to participate in, as well as ideas of the challenges they may face in their
work, and techniques, strategies, and approaches they might employ when facing these challenges
(such as ideas for improving attendance of migrants to activities). While it would be challenging
to review each and every activity, role, and challenge of a volunteer, focusing on these topics and
stressing other situations may arise as well, provides a common baseline for a new volunteer. The
stories from Finland suggest mentorship and peer support can be an important component of
“training.” Devoting some time for more experienced volunteers to share their stories,
perspectives, challenges, and moments of success can provide useful background and inspiration
for volunteers during training. Similarly, volunteers might organize regular times to get together
and discuss key issues and opportunities they are facing in their work and provide space to offer
suggestions to one another. Lastly, stressing that Red Cross staff are available if a volunteer has
questions or concerns was another important idea surfaced by the Finnish Red Cross.

4.2 Key Projects
On the job learning
The “on the job learning” project was developed and piloted in Turku. It offers migrants a critical
opportunity to learn about Finnish work life and working culture. The Red Cross plays the role
of a facilitator between participating migrants and private companies and other organizations.
The first step is an in-depth interview and skill assessment, in which the Red Cross staff at the
reception centre facilitates the mapping out of the individual migrant’s skills and aspirations to help
“match” them to an appropriate role and organization. Due to legal limitations to prevent
exploitative actions, the on the job learning period lasts between one and three weeks. Within these
boundaries, the project can be reused several times like a migrant from Afghanistan did who
participated three times with different companies.

Salamatiimi
Salamatiimi, established by Osama, an engineer from Iraq, is the most active volunteer group
offering their volunteer support within the Finnish Red Cross umbrella in his place of residence
Oulu. Following his opinion that work, including volunteering, and education are the best ways
of integration, he aimed at making the migrants active in the community for achieving mutual
benefit. In a process of adapting the organizational structures through experiences, volunteers
with Salamatiimi now have to sign a contract of commitment and abide to certain rules like not
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taking photos of the activities and posting them in social networks. Salamatiimi now works under
the professional umbrella of the Red Cross organization and has performed more than 120
volunteering tasks in 2016. The organization has 130 official members, who are guided, supervised
and motivated by coordinators. The coordinators play the most critical role in engaging
volunteers, however, due to the high fluctuation of migrants and exchange students, who mainly
occupy these positions, the dropout rate is an issue. The founder emphasized that 10 members
only know their mother language, but they also only need a translator to become useful.

4.3 General Best Practices
Elderly Care
In Finland, we learned that many migrant volunteers have particularly enjoyed the opportunities
to work with and help the elderly in their homes and in institutions. They said this was because
the elderly are very cherished and respected in their cultures so they enjoyed the opportunities to
care for and help them.
Adjusting Activities
Finnish Red Cross staff and volunteers emphasize the importance of getting to know the people
in the reception centre, and in observing and being responsive to their needs. They continue to
adjust their programming to be as helpful as possible. For example, the staff and volunteers
realized an orientation to what kinds of cleaning supplies are available in Finland would be useful
to residents since the products are different than what they had in their countries of origin.
Another practice they developed was providing residents who have a new born a basket with
practical items they will need to care for their infant.
Multilingual Context
The Finnish Red Cross is quite multilingual already - offering some select materials in Finnish,
Swedish, and English. They are making a concerted effort to develop these multilingual practices
even further. They would like to move towards offering all of their informational pamphlets and
reports in not only Finnish, but the same materials in English, Swedish, and Arabic. In addition,
they would like to start offering more Red Cross classes in English, (these have been previously
in high demand and filled up very quickly).
Kontti second hand chain
While not exclusively a migrant-oriented project, Kontti is a Red Cross second-hand store where
those who have been unemployed for some time are given the opportunity to work, including
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unemployed people with a migrant background. Kontti also engages individuals from a migrant
background through the on-the-job learning periods.
Roundtable Participation
During the Helsinki workshop, participants articulated that they really enjoyed the opportunity to
interact with migrant volunteers, national volunteers and staff who they normally do not interact
with in. They particularly appreciated the round table-style discussions and stated that such
inclusive and highly participatory gatherings do not currently take place often enough. They felt
such spaces are critical to spurring new ways of thinking.
Skill Assessment
The Red Cross conducts an in-depth interview to assess the skills of the individual migrant. If the
migrant would like to participate in the job learning period, this assessment helps “match” the
migrant to a suitable learning opportunity. However, this exercise is more than a simple
assessment or matching exercise; it is an important opportunity for the migrant and Red Cross
staff to sit down and discuss the migrants’ professional background as well as aspirations for the
future. The interview is done electronically via a document template. In the long run, the aim is
that this template will also be used to create a database by the Finnish authorities to more
effectively match and tailor jobs to migrants during their employment search.
I Decide Campaign
The week against racism is a nationwide publicity and activity
campaign to raise awareness about the need of a socially inclusive
society and creates positive narratives about a multicultural society
that is based on personal relationships. The activities throughout

source: www.rodakorset.fi

the week stimulate discussion about how every member of society can contribute to that end.
Volunteer coordinator
Volunteer work needs to be coordinated in order to benefit all stakeholders. In each reception
centre that is run by the Finnish Red Cross, an employee is therefore charged with the task of
coordinating volunteer activities alongside his or her other responsibilities. However, in the area
of Turku, a different management model was piloted. The district decided to have a full-time
volunteer manager, who dedicates 100% of their time to coordinating volunteer activities for all
the reception centres in the area. A recent reception operation evaluation confirmed this model
as an important best practice.
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5. Case Study Italy
5.1 Prominent topics
Active, highly visible community role models in the reception

Including migrants actively as official Red Cross members in the Settimo Torinese reception
centre first started when one migrant rather suddenly decided to participate in the regular Red
Cross preparation course alongside the national volunteers. Today, several migrants of the
reception centre work in official Red Cross uniform alongside Red Cross staff members and
thereby visibly bridge the gap between the inhabitants of the centre and the organization running
it. Their contribution is perceived as especially important in encouraging other migrants to
volunteer and contribute, and in providing new arrivals with someone they may feel more
comfortable with.
However, the Italian Red Cross cautions that while this is an important best practice, it is
important to understand its boundaries. For example, they want to make sure that, just as with
national volunteers, migrant volunteers are not too emotionally drained or personally taxed from
their work as volunteers, particularly as they are also adjusting and integrating into Italian society
themselves. The Italian Red Cross also wants to ensure that having certain migrants volunteer in
the centre does not create an unhealthy “playing of favorites” or create privileged positions within
the reception centre which fuel tensions amongst residents of the centre. The Italian Red Cross
mitigates these potential challenges by ensuring migrant volunteers, just as with national
volunteers: do not work too many hours; are given support, mentorship, and guidance; rotate
their responsibilities with other volunteers; understand the hierarchy and clear division of roles
within the Red Cross staff and volunteers within the centre; and by ensuring that they are not the
only reference point for the other migrants residing in the centre.
In addition to the roles and tasks that migrant volunteers occupy as Red Cross staff within the
reception centre, the migrant volunteers also have opportunities to work with another nearby Red
Cross branch, the Castellamonte branch. There, migrants are able to help in activities such as food
distribution to poverty-stricken families. However, coordinating and increasing the participation
of the migrant volunteers in these activities did require additional time and money. Fortunately,
this has been made possible thanks to territorial projects which provided additional funding.
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It is often emphasized that working with the Red Cross is not the final goal of the volunteering
integration process, but rather migrants have to look forward to establishing their independent
life beyond the reception centre. The volunteering network and sense of community established
within the centres however can have a lasting and major benefit in the long-term, not only in
usefully passing leisure time, but also regarding job search and the facilitation of internship
opportunities.

Preparation courses as backbone and the need to train the trainers
Two trainers of the Italian Red Cross’ preparation courses who train migrants volunteers spoke
of common challenges they noticed. They reported that sometimes the language barrier continues
to be an issue for migrant volunteers. They also noticed some male migrants were initially not
comfortable assisting a woman with first aid given previous experiences within their own
countries where these kinds of service are provided separately by and for men and women.
Furthermore, the teachers criticized the reduction of the course duration to two days as they felt
the training would be much more effective if it was longer.
These trainers also articulated that they thought that the Red Cross, could benefit and improve
its impact on social inclusion if intercultural sensitivity and awareness training were part of the
Red Cross’ standard training curricula for new staff and volunteers. For Red Cross staff, this
orientation would include ideas of how to teach preparation courses in contexts where
participants may be operating in a second language they are just learning, or techniques to
overcome differences in concepts participants can have about gender roles. For Red Cross
volunteers to become more aware of the specific situation of migrants, this part of the course
could provide general background information and education s related to migration in general.
According to Italian Red Cross trainers, first steps towards providing this type of cultural
awareness and sensitivity training of Red Cross staff in some local branches has already been
undertaken. Local directors of the Red Cross, for example, participated in a university course
focused on how to foster intercultural learning, exchange, and build tolerance. The long-term goal
is to expand such intercultural training further to all levels of Red Cross staff and volunteers
through a standardized training course.
One last caveat that was mentioned by a national volunteer of the Italian Red Cross is the crucial
role that the instructor of the preparation course plays. Therefore, it is important that the trainers
36

themselves receive adequate training. This way, the instructor of the course transmits a clear
message to volunteers within a training about the many opportunities for volunteers to become
involved in social-integration related Red Cross activities, and to trainers to help cultivate a sense
of cultural awareness and sensitivity.

5.2 Key Projects
Cooperation in the SPRAR Project with the Municipality and Casa dei Popoli

A key success and best practice of the Italian Red Cross is the cooperative model they have setup in partnership with the municipality and NGOs like Casa dei Popoli as part of the SPRAR
project. The cooperation is successful because each actor works seamlessly together while
fulfilling different roles to create a holistic and broad range of services to migrants. At the library
in Settimo, general public space is open and inclusive to all. People come to read books, study
and use the free internet access. At the same time, diverse array of more structured activities and
services also take place which are tailored to different needs and interests – these include from
educational classes to arts programs, intercultural events, football tournaments, social mixers, and
temporary exhibitions. Together these allow people to meet and get to know one another truly
creating a comfortable community space for all. Speaking with a staff member of Casa dei Popoli,
it was highlighted that consistently offering a large selection of short-term projects and programs
has been key to keeping people engaged, interested, interacting and mixing in the long-term.
Additionally, high-level buy-in from leaders and different actors and members within the
community has been key to sustaining the good work and success of the library.

5.3 General Practices
Multilingual video messages
One exciting development that the Italian Red Cross is currently working on is the production of
orientation videos for Italian reception centres. These videos will be available in the different main
languages spoken by migrants in Italy to reduce language barriers and misunderstanding so
newcomers can learn the rules and working of centres as soon as they arrive. The videos will be
broad enough, so that they can be used in centres throughout Italy, but also specific enough to
provide a solid orientation for newcomers.
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Reception Centre as a community space
The reception centre in Settimo has been established as a community space rather than a separate
place only for migrants. For example, hot meals are available in the centre not only to residents,
but also poverty-stricken local Italians. Serving individuals equally in need regardless of their
country of origin is an important step to mitigating potential resentments or social tensions. By
hosting special events and educational and awareness activities such as a photo exhibition focused
on migration that is open to the public and draws people into the centre, it reduces the likelihood
of a superficial line being created between “us” the Italian natives and “them” the migrants.
Equally important to these events has been the opportunity for migrants to actively participate in
sharing and exchanging information with visitors.
Visibility and Revitalization in Local Community Spaces
In the Italian context, as previously mentioned, migrants as highly visible and active volunteers
have been key to assuaging negative perceptions of migrants and mitigating social tensions. In
particular, their efforts of working in the aftermath of the earthquake alongside other Italian native
volunteers received significant mostly positive media attention. Other important moments of
visibility are during the cleaning up of the park or community spaces such as an abandoned and
neglected football field which is now a space where migrants and native Italians interact and play
in tournaments together. Small, consistent but visible acts like these are critical moments of social
integration showing that everyone has an equal stake in working together.
Continuing Community Ties
Both “alumni” of the centre who come back to the reception centre to visit their “family” or
spend holidays as well as the highly visible and active volunteers in the Settimo centre helps
reinforce a warm and welcoming feeling within the centre and provide role models and mentors
for current residents.
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6. Reflection on key similarities, differences and transferability
6.1 Similarities and Differences
In both countries, the simple fact of participating in a workshop, discussing topics in a structured
way and exchanging experiences was perceived as a great enrichment to participants. Such
occasional roundtable exchanges, especially with the comparative aspect between two countries
was perceived as a great tool to broaden everyone’s perspectives. Furthermore, bringing together
different stakeholders in their varying and overlapping functions in the integration process
improves integration effort by allowing a space to more effectively recognize different needs,
acknowledge one another’s potential ideas, and granting everyone equal standing in shaping
integration. It was feedbacked that inspiration for new ideas was gained through this exercise of
exchange.
There are four particularly striking differences between the two cases. First the place and role of
migrant volunteers. In Italy, these volunteers are taking highly visible and active role in the
reception centres, whereas in Finland migrant volunteers are encouraged to take part in activities
of the local Red Cross branch outside of the centre. In connection to that, secondly, the overall
focus of the Red Cross branches on ambulance in Italy (although this is changing and evolving to
a growing interest in social activities), may open different kinds of volunteering opportunities in
local branches than in Finland, where a culture of social activities has been much longer
established. Thirdly, the priority of preparation courses for Red Cross volunteers is handled
differently. While it is logistically difficult in Finland to offer courses in geographical remote areas,
the Finnish Red Cross acknowledges this challenge and has risen to meet it. For example, they
have branches which cover almost the entire country and are also currently developing onlinebased preparatory courses to increase their capacities. Such approaches can serve as a source of
inspiration for other national Red Cross or Red Crescent National Societies facing similar
geographic and distributional challenges. Fourth, due to the SPRAR system design, the scope,
intensity, and design of cooperation with the municipality and other local actors differs greatly
from that which takes place in Finland.

6.2 Thoughts on transferability
Acknowledging the very different nature of the country backgrounds, systems, and Red Cross
organizational characteristics, we present some tentative thoughts on the transferability of some
concepts and projects from Finland to Italy and vice versa, including recommendations on
potential improvements of existing practices.
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Finland´s `I decide´ campaign plays an important role in educating the Finnish population about
the migration context, raising awareness and creating good will. Such an initiative not only creates
an enabling environment in which social inclusion projects can take place in the first place; but it
also creates an opportunity for all Red Cross staff and volunteers to come together and take an
active role in a social activity. Merging the campaign logo with the Red Cross logo shapes the
perception of the Red Cross as an organization that is involved in social activities and inclusion
rather than being only an actor of emergency response and first aid. By having Red Cross staff
and volunteers, regardless of their daily individual tasks participate, social inclusion work is
implicitly the responsibility and interest of the Red Cross as a whole. It thereby mainstreams the
task of social inclusion in the sense that regardless of one’s individual role in the Red Cross, social
inclusion is part of everyone’s work. That is, it becomes a normalized and permanent
consideration that informs and shapes the perception and activities of Red Cross members, no
matter if they are directly working in a reception centre or only in the ambulance activities.
Similar initiatives and campaigns may play a useful role in Italy in the sense that it might help
continue to broaden the focus of the Red Cross volunteering sector beyond ambulance activities,
as well as respond to the growing interest in social activities the Italian Red Cross is seeing. At the
same time, it importantly will do so without narrowing the new scope solely towards the work
with migrants or isolating social integration work as a completely separate activity which exists in
a vacuum. It rather establishes a general enabling environment for social inclusion through the
help of Red Cross volunteers.
In order to more effectively integrate social inclusion work within society, first it needs to be
integrated within the Red Cross as an organization. That is, all staff and volunteers need a
common framework and basic level of knowledge. Just like the practice that all Red Cross
volunteers get training on first aid, there is a need also for common training on how social
inclusion happens, what good social inclusion practices look like, and what particular
opportunities exists within the Red Cross. Transmitting this knowledge can take place as a
dedicated section of the common preparation course that focuses particularly on social activity
involvement as a Red Cross volunteer.
In Italy, the reception centre not only serves as a temporary transition place, but some migrants
love to come back after they have moved out to visit their friends including Red Cross staff and
volunteers. This sustains a sense of community and the reception centres as a hub and community
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space. Migrants staying within the centre are encouraged by these role models who vividly display
the long-term trust relationship that was established during their stay. In addition, their high
visibility within the reception centre serves as a key point of communication. Both the reception
centre alumni as well as the migrant volunteers contribute to a positive and trusting community
feeling in the reception centre. It needs to be acknowledged that the Finnish Red Cross takes
another approach towards the participation of migrant volunteers by focusing their efforts
particularly to activities outside of the reception centres, in the larger Finnish community. , Perhaps
in order to achieve the goals of building more trust within the centres and combatting the
depression of residents that is often reported as a result of long-term stay in these institutions, the
Italian practice might give some inspiration for integrating and spurring more involvement of
migrants within the reception centre as another inclusive, community-centred space for all.
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6.3 Summary
FINLAND

phenomena.

DETAILS

BACKGROUND

 Higher numbers of migrants is a relatively new

 Migration has been a long-existing
phenomena.

 Finland is a destination country.
 Finland saw a large swell of asylum seekers in
2015, but otherwise sees relatively stable
amount of newcomers.


ITALY

 Italy is a transit and destination
country.
 Italy continues to see a more steady rise in
number of migrants.

Both countries have a relatively high rejection rate of asylum applications

GOVERNMENTAL POLICIES

when compared to the EU-28 average.
 Finland has a policy, where, if the asylum-

 Italy does not have an existing “safe

seeker’s application has been examined and

country” policy, which they use to evaluate

they do not individually meet the criteria for

asylum application requests.

international protectionor a residence permit,
the security situation in so-called “safe
countries” means it is possible that the
migrant in question may be returned to a part
of their country of origin that has been
deemed by the Finnish authorities a “safe
area,” of the country, despite the country’s ongoing armed conflicts.
 Society is divided in the degree to which they

SOCIETAL PERCEPTIONS

welcome migrants.
 With increased media attention in 2015, there

 Society is divided in the degree to which
they welcome migrants.
 Natural disasters like earthquakes in Italy

was a “volunteer crisis” – more people wanting

both exacerbate and mitigate social

to help than there were opportunities for them

tensions - on the one hand, Italians

to do so.

pointed to how “migrants have houses but
native Italians don’t” in those situations.
At the same time, there was positive media
coverage around migrant volunteers
helping with earthquake recovery
activities.
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KEY CHALLENGES & NEEDS

 There is a mismatch between the reception

 In Italy, there is growing interest in social

centres (which are situation in rural areas) and

activities and helping society’s most

where there are volunteers and more

vulnerable. This is creating demand to

opportunities for social inclusion (urban areas).

develop more programming and new

 In Finland, an invitation to join Red Cross
activities and volunteering is especially critical.
 In Finland, the governmental “safe country
areas” policy and the background that many

activities related to the elderly, the poor,
the homeless, children and youth, and
disaster response.
 Italian Red Cross staff felt Red Cross staff

migrants are coming from civil war contexts was

and volunteers really need additional

said to have made the issue of trust a

training on multicultural sensitivity and

particularly relevant barrier.

awareness in order to both recruit more
refugee volunteers and to mainstream
more social inclusion and integration
activities into the Italian Red Cross.

KEY OPPORTUNITIES

 The level of general good will in Finnish society,

 The Settimo Torinese reception center has

as evident by the “volunteer crisis” (more

a number of very active and visible migrant

volunteers than capacity to train and volunteer)

volunteers. This could be an opportunity

of 2015 suggests a possible opportunity with

to increase recruitment of volunteers from

potential.

the center, and also to find opportunities
for their participation to create further
links into the larger Italian society.
 The Settimo Torinese reception center has
established itself as a community space by
offering hot meals to poor Italian locals
and occasionally hosting schools,
exhibitions, etc. This work could be
further developed, increasing an inclusive
sense of community for migrants,
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 On the Job Learning

 Cooperative model between the

 Salamatiimi

municipality, Red Cross, Civic Multimedia

 “I Decide” Anti-Racism Campaign

Archimede Library, and Casa dei Popoli

MING

PROGRAM

KEY

volunteers, and local Italians alike.

Settimo.

VOLUNTEE

REFUGEES

the reception centres.

facilitators, mediators, and translators

RS

for migrants to volunteer and act as

COORDINATION

COOPERATION &

 Level of coordination with other actors
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 Currently, there are greater opportunities

working in the larger community as opposed to

AS

ES TO

APPROACH

KEY

 Emphasis is placed on migrant volunteers

(municipality, NGOs) varies.
 Very active civil society has led to high potential
opportunities for cooperation.

within the reception centres.
 Level of coordination with other actors
(municipality, NGOs) varies.
 Success in Settimo Torinese reception
centre attributed in part to the high level of
buy-in and cooperation with the
municipality and local NGO Casa dei
Popoli Settimo.

7. Conclusion- best practice guidelines
Programming should be developed and tailored to the local context, stakeholders’ needs, as well
as key constraints and opportunities. However, research and fieldwork with the Finnish Red Cross
and the Italian Red Cross revealed certain common program components are critical to effective
programming for social inclusion. The below basic guiding principles have been developed as a
tool for the Red Cross to continue its mission of building a more inclusive society for all.

Guiding principles for social inclusion
 Tailor structures, processes, and programming to opportunities and challenges of the local
context
 Build activities based on the needs and interests of the community. Regularly include and
integrate migrants’ and volunteers’ ideas.
 Take advantage of the "Window of Opportunity" - get people engaged from the “day 1”
 Provide guidelines and opportunities to learn the rules and structures
 "Train the Trainers" - equip staff and teachers with the skills they need
 Orient volunteers: not only in the Red Cross values, but also in general tolerance-building,
multicultural sensitivity and awareness, and equip them with the knowledge of the
implications these trainings have practically, in the real world.
 Define roles clearly. Ensure roles, such as the volunteer coordinators, as well as the
mediators and translators between the Red Cross staff and migrants, are filled with
dedicated volunteers who have received sufficient training.
 Always consider language. This includes for orientation materials and welcome videos for
the reception centre, to Red Cross communications materials, and in terms of the language
of instruction for training classes.
 Use short-term, “low threshold” and “universal language” activities as the “hooks” for
long-term engagement. This includes but is not limited to music, dance, sports, and other
activities suggested by migrants.
 Cultivate reception centres as inclusive community spaces.
 Focus on building trust.
 Create spaces for two-way exchange and active citizenship.
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 Enable migrants to be volunteers. Help them identify ways they can actively engage in
activities.
 Provide opportunities for peer support and mentoring.
 Consider how to address “mismatches.” For example, of volunteer skills to the task they
are undertaking, or cases where there may be too many volunteers in one geographic area,
but an insufficient number in another nearby location.
 Encourage all Red Cross staff to use a “when you don't know, ask” policy.
 Build a network.
 Share knowledge, best practices, and ideas across the Red Cross, and with allies.
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