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Abstract
Refugee integration in small localities poses complex challenges that must be
faced through “horizontal” cooperation between local governments, non-
public and private actors. This article investigates how frequent and how col-
laborative/conflictual these horizontal governance relations are and whether,
and how, they are influenced by political party control of local executives
and the local strength of radical right parties (RRPs). Methodologically,
we combine quantitative analysis—using a unique dataset of governance
interactions across 36 localities, derived from a survey filled in by 185 rep-
resentatives of nonpublic actors involved in refugee integration governance
—and qualitative content analysis of semi-structured interviews conducted
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with the same interviewees and 68 local policymakers. We show that hori-
zontal governance relations on refugee integration are largely collaborative,
but their frequency and quality vary depending on interplays between the
type of nonpublic actor involved, local executives’ political affiliation and
RRPs’ strength within the municipal legislative body.

Keywords
integration, governance, small_localities, local_government, civil_society,
private_sector, policy_network

Introduction

Following the “local turn” in migration studies and the increasing interest of the
migration scholarship on local migration policymaking processes, several
scholarly works have started to analyze “horizontal governance relations”—
i.e., relations between local governments (LGs) and nongovernmental actors
such as civil society organizations (CSOs) and the private sector—on the spe-
cific issue of migrant or refugee integration (Bazurli and Kaufmann 2023;
Lidén, Nyhlén, and Nyhlén 2013). Such interest is in line with broader devel-
opments in political science and public administration studies which led to
increased scholarly interest on how LGs coordinate complex systems of rela-
tions with other governmental authorities and multiple stakeholders to increase
their capacity to deal with the local effects of globalization (Agranoff 2018).

Despite the important contribution made by the existing scholarship on
horizontal governance relations in the migration policy field, we claim it
has three main limitations. First, existing works mostly focus on big cities,
and much less attention has been given to relations between LGs and nonpub-
lic actors in small localities, particularly in Europe (for an exception:
Semprebon, Marzorati, and Bonizzoni 2023). These localities have been
largely under-researched by political scientists, especially outside of the
United States (Kumar and Stenberg 2023). However, in the specific field of
migration, their importance in policy debates in Europe has increased remark-
ably in the last decade: while these localities traditionally received less immi-
gration (Caponio and Pettrachin 2021), they have recently started to play a
crucial role in European refugee reception and integration, mostly as an
effect of dispersal or redistribution schemes for asylum-seekers implemented
by national governments during the 2015 European “refugee crisis” (Gauci
2020; Lidén and Nyhlén 2015).

Second, the prevalence of case-study analysis makes it hard to get a clear
understanding of how relations between public and nonpublic actors develop
and of the nature of these relations (Schiller, Martínez-Ariño, and Bolíbar
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2020). Many existing contributions have described positive collaborations
between LGs and nonpublic actors (Alexander 2007; Caponio 2010;
Schiller 2019), suggesting that these collaborative relations are related to
local policymakers’ tendency to adopt pragmatic policymaking approaches
aiming at problem-solving (the so-called “local pragmatism thesis”; see
Haselbacher and Segarra 2022; Hillmann 2022; Lidén and Nyhlén 2015).
Another strand of the literature has instead emphasized conflicts between
LGs and nonpublic actors (particularly CSOs) in the field of immigrant inte-
gration, which is mainly seen as an effect of the growing politicization of
asylum-seeking migration at the local level (Campomori and Ambrosini
2020; Pettrachin 2020).

Third, we still know very little about the drivers of collaborative/conflic-
tual relations between LGs and nonpublic actors (Schiller, Martínez-Ariño,
and Bolíbar 2020). For instance, we lack a clear understanding of whether
and how local political factors (such as political party control of local govern-
ment or the presence of anti-immigration parties) are associated with the
emergence and development of horizontal governance relations on immigrant
integration. The so-called “local pragmatism” thesis suggests that local poli-
cymakers tend to adopt nonideological policymaking approaches oriented at
problem-solving in this policy field regardless of their political affiliation and
strategic considerations (Bolin, Lidén, and Nyhlén 2014; Lidén and Nyhlén
2015). Conversely, other scholars have shown that, in the context of the
growing politicization of migration, political party control of local govern-
ment and the local presence of radical right parties (RRPs) can decisively
influence local integration policymaking processes (Moutselos and
Schönwälder 2022; Pettrachin 2023a; Semprebon, Marzorati, and
Bonizzoni 2023; on RRPs in local government see Paxton 2019, 2023).

This study aims to contribute to these debates on local integration gover-
nance in small European localities filling the above-mentioned research gaps.
To do so, we aim to answer the following research questions about relations in
the refugee integration policy field between local policymakers (more specif-
ically, we focus on elected members of local executives and top-level public
administrators1) and nongovernmental actors involved in refugee integration
governance (henceforth: horizontal governance interactions) in small Western
European localities (SWELs):

1. How frequent and how collaborative are these horizontal governance
interactions between local policymakers and different types of nongov-
ernmental actors i.e., CSOs and the private sector?

2. How do the frequency and quality of these horizontal governance inter-
actions vary depending on the political affiliation of local executives
and the strength of RRPs in the local legislative body?

Pettrachin and Solano 3



3. Why and how do these political factors influence the above-mentioned
horizontal governance interactions?

To answer these questions, we adopt a relational approach—i.e., one which
“systematically generates and analyses empirical data on actors’ relation-
ships” (Schiller, Martínez-Ariño, and Bolíbar 2020, 2044)—providing the
first (to the best of our knowledge) large-N quantitative analysis of local gov-
ernance interactions related to the integration of humanitarian migrants2

(henceforth: refugee integration). Such approach is characterized by three
important innovative features which further complement existing qualitative
works: first, we focus on SWELs rather than big cities; second, we distinguish
between horizontal relations involving CSOs and the private sector; third, we
focus on both the frequency of horizontal relations and on their “quality”, i.e.,
on whether these are (perceived by the actors involved to be) collaborative or
conflictual.

More specifically, we develop a mixed-methods strategy, combining quan-
titative and qualitative data. To study horizontal governance relations in
SWELs and their drivers, we use a new and unique dataset including quanti-
tative relational data about the frequency and quality of integration-related
interactions between local policymakers (i.e., local executives and top-level
administrators) and nonpublic actors. Such data were collected through 185
structured interviews filled in by representatives of CSOs (of different
types) and actors from the private sector involved in refugee integration gov-
ernance in 36 SWELs. These localities all had local executives controlled by
mainstream political parties and were selected through a rigorous case selec-
tion strategy (see Setting below). These data are analyzed applying multi-
level regression models. Following Schiller and colleagues’ (2020) approach,
to further clarify the findings of our quantitative analyses—and explore our
third question—we rely on semistructured interviews conducted with the
same 185 nonpublic interviewees and additional interviews conducted with
68 local policymakers in the same localities, analyzed applying qualitative
content analysis (Zhang and Wildemuth 2005).

Overall, our analysis produces three main findings about horizontal gover-
nance interactions on refugee integration in SWELs controlled by mainstream
political parties. First, the article shows that these interactions on refugee inte-
gration, overall, are largely collaborative, which supports a view of integra-
tion governance as consensual rather than conflictual. Second, interactions
between local policymakers and the private sector on refugee integration
are more frequent in localities with local executives controlled by progressive
parties compared to executives controlled by conservative parties. Our qual-
itative data suggest that this might be the effect of a more passive approach to
refugee integration policymaking of conservative local executives compared
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to progressive ones (shaped by their different political ideologies and respon-
siveness to—and perception of—public opinion) and to the fact that public-
private collaborations very much rely on the initiative of local policymakers,
while CSOs reach out to local policymakers regardless of the political orien-
tation of local executives. Third, the strength of RRPs within the municipal
legislative body is associated with the existence of more collaborative rela-
tions on refugee integration between local policymakers and actors from
the private sector. Our qualitative analysis suggests that this might be an
effect of local policymakers’ adaptive strategies vis-à-vis public opinion
and the political competition of anti-immigration parties. These findings con-
tribute to existing debates on the relationship between migration governance
and politics (Caponio, Talleraas and Schiller, forthcoming).

The article is organized as follows. The second section reviews the existing
literature on integration governance in SWELs and describes our hypotheses.
The third section describes our methodology. The fourth section illustrates
our findings. The conclusion summarizes the key contribution of this article
and reflects upon their implications and limitations, suggesting ways
forward for future research.

Horizontal Governance Relations
in the Integration Policy Field

Two Research Strands on Horizontal Governance Relations

There are two different strands or perspectives in the existing literature on
horizontal governance relations at the local level. The first strand, which
we call “local pragmatism” strand (for a review see: Schiller 2019; see
also: Schammann et al. 2021; Steen 2016), describes CSOs and (to a lesser
extent) the private sector as key partners of LGs in the integration policy
field, especially with respect to the implementation of integration programs
and the delivery of local social services (Dimitriadis et al. 2023). For these
scholars, relations between LGs and nonpublic actors emerge in order “to
get things done” (Alexander 2007; Penninx and Martiniello 2004), and
they are highly collaborative, and characterized by a convergence of aims
and purposes (Scholten and Penninx 2016), including in more politically con-
tested areas such as the accommodation of undocumented migrants (Spencer
2018).

A second strand, which we call “local battleground strand,” instead,
emphasizes the existence of conflicts between LGs and nonpublic actors, par-
ticularly pro-migrant CSOs and nonpublic service providers (Campomori and
Ambrosini 2020; Pettrachin 2023b). This strand mostly includes works focus-
ing on the 2015 “refugee crisis,” when asylum-seekers’ dispersal and
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challenges related to the organization of the reception system led to mobiliza-
tions by both extreme right movements and pro-migrant activists (Della Porta
2018). This strand has therefore argued that local migration policymaking
should be understood as a “battleground” where two different camps of
pro- and anti-migrant actors—each including public and nonpublic actors—
interact developing conflictual relations across camps and collaborative rela-
tions within each camp (Campomori and Ambrosini 2020; Dimitriadis et al.
2023; Pettrachin 2023b).

While the “local pragmatism” and “local battleground” perspectives move
from the assumption that nonpublic actors and LGs develop interactions in the
integration policy field, they disagree on the quality of these interactions,
which are seen as collaborative or conflictual. In fact, most of the above-
mentioned works focus on CSOs, and very rarely consider the private
sector. The few existing works that cover local interactions between LGs
and the private sector seem to suggest that, while CSOs tend to be more pro-
active in initiating policymaking interactions and reaching out to local policy-
makers (Dimitriadis et al. 2023; Semprebon, Marzorati, and Bonizzoni 2023),
businesses tend to play a more passive role, particularly in the case of refugee
integration (Ioannou 2015; OECD and UNHCR 2018; Wang and Chaudhri
2019). Therefore, we formulate the following hypothesis:

H1a: LGs have more frequent interactions related to refugee integration
with CSOs than with actors from the private sector in SWELs.

In addition, the “local battleground” perspective stresses the conflictual nature of
relations between CSOs and LGs (see Dimitriadis et al. 2023; Haselbacher and
Segarra 2022; Pettrachin 2023b; Zamponi 2018). This is arguably related to the
increasing politicization of migrant integration at the local level (Della Porta
2018; Haselbacher and Segarra 2022). Zamponi (2018, 119) points out that
CSOs involved in local migration governance often combine service provision
with “visible and contentious political participation.” The scarce existing litera-
ture on the private sector discussed above instead does not report about any con-
flicts between private actors and LGs. None of the existing works on the “local
battleground” refers to local conflicts about migration involving actors from the
private sector. Overall, compared to CSOs, the private sector can be expected to
take less confrontational approaches with LGs on issues related to refugee inte-
gration due to its involvement in the field being often motivated by its own spe-
cific interest or by needs to “manifest corporate social responsibility” (Wang and
Chaudhri 2019) rather than by ideological motivations. We therefore formulate
the following hypothesis:
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H1b: LGs have more conflictual interactions related to refugee integration
with CSOs than with actors from the private sector in SWELs.

Few of the above-mentioned scholarly works have tried to identify the drivers
of conflictual or collaborative interactions between public and nonpublic
actors in the integration policy field. Most of these studies focus on big
cities (for a review: Schiller, Martínez-Ariño, and Bolíbar 2020). The few
existing case studies on small localities have particularly emphasized political
factors as key drivers of horizontal governance relations. In fact, the “local
pragmatism” and “local battleground” perspectives point to very different
roles of political factors. The former suggests that local policymakers tend
to adopt pragmatic (non-ideological) policymaking approaches on immigrant
integration, regardless of their political affiliation and of the political context
where they operate (Scholten and Penninx 2016). Conversely, the “local bat-
tleground” perspective implies that, because of the growing politicization of
migration, policymakers’ strategies and their relations with other local actors
on immigrant integration might be decisively influenced by local political
dynamics (see e.g., Dimitriadis et al. 2023; Fleischmann and Steinhilper
2017; Pettrachin 2023b). Broader debates in political science have also sug-
gested that political dynamics can decisively influence governance relations,
particularly in small localities, due to these localities’ more limited problem-
solving capacity, the less diverse network of associations in these localities,
and the higher centrality of elected policymakers in policymaking compared
to big cities (Baglioni et al. 2007; Eckersley 2017, 80). The prevalence of neg-
ative public attitudes to migration in smaller localities (Huijsmans 2023) also
suggests a high potential for political factors to influence integration
governance.

More specifically, existing case-studies have shown that two political factors
can influence policymaking approaches and governance relations in small
localities. The first factor is political party control of LGs. A few scholars
have observed that LGs with local executives controlled by center-right/conser-
vative parties tend to adopt more passive policymaking approaches compared
to LGs with local executives controlled by center-left/progressive parties
(Moutselos and Schönwälder 2022; Pettrachin 2023a; Semprebon, Marzorati,
and Bonizzoni 2023). Such effect is observed in the literature for both
elected members of local executives and top-level public administrators, who
are politically nonaligned but tend to be “sensitive” to the political context in
which they operate (Nalbandian 2006). We therefore expect the frequency
and quality of horizontal governance relations in SWELs to vary depending
on political party control of local executives (among mainstream parties):
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H2a: Interactions between local policymakers and nonpublic actors are more
frequent in localities with local executives controlled by progressive parties
compared to localities with local executives controlled by conservative parties.

H2b: Interactions between local policymakers and nonpublic actors are
more collaborative in localities with local executives controlled by pro-
gressive parties compared to localities with local executives controlled
by conservative parties.

The second factor that is analyzed in the existing scholarship is the local pres-
ence or strength of RRPs. While two studies conducted before 2015 have
shown that the strength of RRPs within municipal legislative bodies did not
affect local migration policymaking in Sweden and Norway (Bolin, Lidén,
and Nyhlén 2014; Steen 2016), some more recent scholarly works have
shown that the presence of RRPs in municipal legislative bodies did influence
integration policymaking (Oosterlynck et al. 2023). The existing scholarship,
however, identifies different types of effects. Some scholars have shown that
the local strength of RRPs led local executives to disengage from (or not to
engage in) local migration governance (Oosterlynck et al. 2023; Pettrachin
2020; Schenkel, Messerschmidt, and Grossmann 2023; Steen and Røed
2018). Oosterlynch and colleagues (2023) explain that such effect is mainly
due to RRPs’ influence on local public debates in local media and on political
debates within municipal legislative bodies/assemblies, which affect local
agenda-setting and lead LGs to decrease their involvement in activities
related to immigrant integration. On the other hand, other scholars have
observed a higher involvement of CSOs in integration policy implementation
(and a growth in the number of local pro-migrant volunteering associations) in
localities with a stronger presence of RRPs, due to a more proactive mobili-
zation of civil society—or “pro-social backlash”—in response to the strong
presence of RRPs (Castelli Gattinara and Zamponi 2020; Pulejo 2022).
Oosterlynch and colleagues also showed that the passive approach on
integration-related issues adopted by local policymakers in Fermo (a small
Italian town), due to the strong presence of RRPs, led local policymakers
to delegate responsibilities related to immigrant integration to local CSOs,
which could possibly result in more frequent horizontal governance relations.
Based on these works, we develop two alternative hypotheses about the effect
of the local strength of RRPs within municipal legislative bodies on the fre-
quency of horizontal governance relations on refugee integration:

H3a-1: Interactions between nonpublic actors and local policymakers are
less frequent in localities where RRPs hold a higher share of seats in the
municipal legislative body.
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H3a-2: Interactions between non-public actors and local policymakers are
more frequent in localities where RRPs hold a higher share of seats in the
municipal legislative body.

Whether through increased delegation or complete disengagement from inte-
gration governance, this literature suggests that a higher local strength of
RRPs tends to lead LGs to adopt stricter local migration policies
(Gamalerio and Negri 2023). This is likely to increase the potential for con-
flicts between local policymakers and non-public actors involved in integra-
tion governance (Castelli Gattinara and Zamponi 2020). This leads us to
formulate the following hypothesis:

H3b: Interactions between nonpublic actors and local policymakers are
more conflictual in localities where RRPs hold a higher share of seats in
the municipal legislative body.

Political party control of local executives and the local strength of RRPs
might have a diversified impact on local policymakers’ interactions related
to refugee integration with the private sector and CSOs. As already stressed,
the existing literature points out that CSOs working on immigrant integration
tend to be more proactive in initiating policymaking interactions and reaching
out to policymakers regardless of their political affiliation and particularly
when the migration issue is highly politicized (Semprebon, Marzorati, and
Bonizzoni 2023). None of the reviewed scholarly works has, however, ana-
lyzed whether and how the political affiliations of local executives influence
horizontal governance relations on immigrant integration with the private
sector. Traditionally center-right parties’ positions on migration were
assumed to be close to those of the business sector, but Hadj Abdou, Bale,
and Geddes (2022, 12) have recently argued that such once privileged relation
has recently disappeared as, for these parties, “business interests have become
much less potent compared to the concerns of citizens.”

Similarly, very little is still known about how the strength of RRPs might
influence integration-related governance interactions between local policy-
makers and the private sector. Wang and Chaudhri (2019) and Ioannou
(2015), as part of broader analyses, suggest that business initiatives to favor
refugee integration are less likely to emerge when migration is highly politi-
cized and/or the private sector perceives negative sentiments from public
opinion, and even more when the private sector faces both societal pressure
and a LG hostile to refugees.
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We therefore expect integration-related relations between CSOs and local
policymakers to be less affected by changing political circumstances.
Conversely, we do expect a stronger effect of both political factors in the
case of integration-related relations with the private sector, as the literature
suggests that public-private collaborations largely rely on proactive
approaches of local policymakers in starting these interactions:

H4a: Interactions between local policymakers and actors from the private
sector are more frequent in localities with local executives controlled by
progressive parties compared to localities with local executives controlled
by conservative parties, while the association between the political affilia-
tion of local executives and the frequency of interactions is not significant
in the case of interactions between local policymakers and CSOs.

H4b: Interactions between local policymakers and actors from the private
sector are more collaborative in localities with local executives controlled
by progressive parties compared to localities with local executives con-
trolled by conservative parties, while the association between the political
affiliation of local executives and the quality of interactions is not signifi-
cant in the case of interactions between local policymakers and CSOs.

H5a: Interactions between private actors and local policymakers are less
frequent in localities where RRPs hold a higher share of seats in the munic-
ipal legislative body, while the association between the local strength of
RRPs and the frequency of interactions is not significant in the case of
interactions between local policymakers and CSOs.

H5b: Interactions between private actors and local policymakers are more
conflictual in localities where RRPs hold a higher share of seats in the
municipal legislative body, while the association between the local
strength of RRPs and the quality of interactions is not significant in the
case of interactions between local policymakers and CSOs.

Methodology

Setting

The paper focuses on 36 localities located in seven Western European coun-
tries (Austria, Germany, Sweden, The Netherlands, Belgium Spain, Italy)
which all received sizeable numbers of asylum-seekers during the so-called
2015 “refugee crisis” (Eurostat 2017). These countries are characterized by
different political systems (centralized, semi-federal, federal) and by a differ-
ent degree of autonomy granted to local authorities, but in all of them LGs
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play a role in the implementation of integration policies and/or can develop
autonomous integration policies (Caponio and Pettrachin 2021).

Individual case-localities were identified through a rigorous “diverse case
selection strategy” (Gerring and Cojocaru 2016, 400). Gerring and Cojocaru
(2016, 400) define this case selection strategy, that implies “choosing a small
basket of diverse cases from a large population of potential cases,” as follows:

The chosen cases are diverse if they represent all potential factors (Z), including
causal conjunctures, that might explain variation in Y. The assumption is that
the true causal factors (X) are to be found among the putative causal factors
(Z). (…) For a continuous variable, one must construct cutoff points (based
on theoretical understandings of the phenomenon or natural breakpoints in
the data), for example, dichotomizing or trichotomizing the variable, and then
choosing cases with each discrete value. If one suspects that causal factors inter-
act, then one will look for cases that represent all possible (or actual) intersec-
tions of these variables (understood as categorical variables). Two dichotomous
variables produce a matrix with four possible cells, for example. (Gerring and
Cojocaru 2016, 400)

Following Gerring and Cojocaru, we proceeded in different steps. First, we
established several criteria for all localities, to get a more homogeneous
sample given the relatively small number of localities where fieldwork
could be conducted. All selected localities have between 5,000 and
200,000 inhabitants, they were all directly involved in asylum-seeker recep-
tion between 2014 and 2017 and still hosted a (similar) number of post-2014
migrants in 2021. We excluded satellite towns of big cities and localities
located along national borders.3 We also decided to narrow down our
sample to localities whose local executives are controlled by “mainstream”
parties (i.e., nonfar-right and nonfar-left parties, according to the Populist
20234), excluding from our sample localities with local executives controlled
by RRPs, and localities with local executives controlled by local parties. This
means that our claims will refer to the subsample of SWELs with local exec-
utives controlled by mainstream parties. Second, we identified a number of
dimensions of theoretical interest, including: LGs’ political affiliation, the
locality size, the localities’ experience with previous immigration flows,
and the local unemployment rate. Third, we selected indicators and cut-off
points for the above-mentioned continuous variables,5 and we constructed a
matrix or “case-selection grid” to maximize the number of potential combina-
tions of the values of our main variables. Each of our cases has been therefore
matched to a set of values for our key variables. Additionally, we also aimed
to select localities across different regions within each country (covering the
main macro-regions within each country e.g., North and South, East and West
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etc.), and with a diverse presence of RRPs within municipal legislative
bodies. Fourth, for each case, we identified several localities that as much
as possible corresponded to the required characteristics: when more than
one locality was selected for one case, we randomly chose one of these local-
ities.6 The characteristics of the selected localities are described in Table A0
in the online supplemental materials.

Data

The quantitative analyses conducted in this article use original survey data
collected between November 2021 and February 2022, through a survey
filled in by 185 representatives of nonpublic actors involved in local integra-
tion governance in the above-mentioned localities.7 These nonpublic actors
include a mix of CSOs involved in local integration governance (nonpublic
service providers, pro-migrant NGOs, migrant associations, trade unions,
n= 141)8 and private actors (private companies or employers’ associations,
n= 44).

Interviewees were selected based on a criterion of relevance as we aimed to
reach within each locality all the key actors involved in integration policy-
making or policy implementation (we tried to reach individuals in high-level
positions within their organizations). The response rate to the survey was
45%.9

As part of the survey, interviewees were asked four questions (see
Table A01 in the online supplemental materials). First, we asked our inter-
viewees about the frequency of the interactions on immigrant integration
that took place in their locality, in 2021, between their organization and (a)
elected members of the local executive and (b) top-level (nonelected)
public administrators. The frequency was measured on a scale of 0–5: (0)
Never; (1) Occasionally (only once, or once a year); (2) 2/3 times per year;
(3) Monthly/bimonthly; (4) Weekly (or 2/3 times per month); (5) Daily (or
2/3 times per week). Second, we asked our interviewees to assess the
quality of these interactions, measured on a scale of 1–5: (1) Very conflictual;
(2) Rather conflictual; (3) Neither conflictual nor collaborative; (4) Rather
collaborative; (5) Very collaborative. A missing value was assigned if respon-
dents had previously declared that they had no interactions with local policy-
makers. Our unit of analysis is therefore the interaction between our
interviewees and local policymakers. To the best of our knowledge, this is
a unique dataset on policymaking interactions in small localities.

Furthermore, we used several data about the socio-economic, demographic
and political context of our thirty-six case-localities (see next section),
retrieved from the websites of national statistical offices or of individual
municipalities.
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The qualitative analysis conducted in the second part of this article instead
relies on qualitative semi-structured interviews conducted with the same 185
interviewees and additional sixty-eight interviews with local policymakers in
the same case-localities10 (see Table A19 in the online supplemental
materials). During the interview, nonpublic actors were asked to provide
more details about their relations with local policymakers, to reflect upon
their role in refugee integration governance and upon the factors that influence
their activities and involvement in this policy field. Local policymakers were
asked to describe their relations with nonpublic actors on refugee integration
and about the factors that influence their policymaking activities and relations.

Variables

This subsection describes the variables we use in our quantitative analyses.

Dependent variables. Our two dependent variables are:

– The frequency of interactions between local policymakers (i.e., elected
members of local executives and top-level public administrators) and
nonpublic actors (“FREQUENCY”), measured on a scale of 0–5
(where 0= never and 5= very frequent interactions). To create this var-
iable, we calculated the mean of interviewees’ answers to the questions
about the frequency of their interactions with elected members of local
executives and top-level public administrators.

– The quality of these interactions (“QUALITY”), measured on a scale of
1–5 (where 1= very conflictual and 5= very collaborative). To create
this variable, we calculated the mean of interviewees’ answers to the
questions about the quality of their interactions with elected members
of local executives and top-level public administrators. We considered
as missing values all the respondents that declared to have no interaction
to the frequency question.

Table 1 illustrates the descriptives for the two dependent variables and the
four questions from which the two dependent variables were derived. We cal-
culated the combined means of these two questions for each of our dependent
variables, because the individual means were comparable, and the means for
each individual question were highly correlated (r= .7, p= .000 for each
pair). Overall, respondents have rather infrequent interactions, but interac-
tions are rather collaborative. As the table shows, there are no major differ-
ences in respondents’ answers about relations with local executives and
local administrators. Table A03 in the online supplemental materials shows
the answers’ distribution, sorted for the two separate groups.
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Main independent variables. Our main independent variables are:

• Type of nonpublic actor (“ACTORS”) that indicates whether interview-
ees are from CSOs (i.e., nonpublic service providers, trade unions,
pro-migrant NGOs or migrant organizations) or the private sector
(private companies or employers’ associations).

• Political affiliation of local executives (“POLITICS”). We assessed the
political affiliation of local executive bodies (“POLITICS”) using a
scale of “progressivism,” where 0= conservative, 1=mixed, and 2=
progressive. We labeled as “progressive” local executives controlled
by parties affiliated to the Socialists and Democrats or Greens-EFA.
We labelled as “conservative” local executives controlled by parties
affiliated to the European People’s Party. In a few cases, conservative
and progressive party coalitions controlling the local executive also
include parties affiliated to Renew Europe and local parties.11 We

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics. Frequency and Quality of Interactions Between Local
Policymakers and Nonpublic Actors.

N Mean SD Min Max

WHOLE SAMPLE
FREQUENCY (combined) 185 1.73 1.18 0 5
QUALITY (combined) 154 3.64 0.94 1 5
FREQUENCY (elected members of local executives) 185 1.92 1.36 0 5
FREQUENCY (top-level public administrators) 185 1.54 1.18 0 5
QUALITY (elected members of local executives) 141 3.61 0.99 1 5
QUALITY (local administrators) 147 3.70 1.00 1 5
CSOs
FREQUENCY (combined) 141 1.81 1.14 0 5
QUALITY 122 3.56 0.91 1 5
FREQUENCY (elected members of local executives) 141 1.59 1.16 0 5
FREQUENCY (top-level public administrators) 141 2.04 1.31 0 5
QUALITY (elected members of local executives) 111 3.53 0.97 1 5
QUALITY (top-level public administrators) 117 3.63 0.96 1 5
PRIVATE ACTORS
FREQUENCY (combined) 44 1.48 1.26 0 4
QUALITY 32 3.93 1.00 1 5
FREQUENCY (elected members of local executives) 44 1.39 1.26 0 4
FREQUENCY (top-level public administrators) 44 1.57 1.44 0 5
QUALITY (elected members of local executives) 30 3.90 1.00 1 5
QUALITY (top-level public administrators) 30 3.93 1.11 1 5
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labelled as “mixed” local executives controlled by a mix of conservative
and progressive parties. Overall, thirteen of our case-localities were cat-
egorized as conservative, 17 were categorized as progressive, six were
categorized as mixed.12

• Local strength of RRPs (“RADICALRIGHT”). In order to establish the
local presence of RRPs we looked at the share of seats that RRPs (i.e.,
parties affiliated to the European Conservatives and Reformists or
Identity and Democracy defined as “far-right” by the PopuList 2023)
hold in the municipal legislative body. We used the logarithmic
version of the variable as its distribution was highly skewed.

Control variables. The following additional independent variables are
included in our models to control for other theoretically grounded determi-
nants of local integration policymaking (as done, for instance, by Bolin,
Lidén, and Nyhlén 2014). We tried to limit the control variables as much
as possible, due to the low number of cases: Number of inhabitants
(“SIZE”); Share of non-EU foreign citizens who reside in the locality in
2019 (“DIVERSITY”). In the robustness checks, we also introduced the fol-
lowing control variables: Unemployment rate in the locality in 2019
(“UNEMPLOYMENT”); Index of local autonomy (“AUTONOMY”);
Country variables (“COUNTRY FIXED EFFECTS”). See Table A4 in the
online supplemental materials for a detailed description of the control vari-
ables and Table A5 in the online supplemental materials for the descriptive
statistics of all variables.

Analytical Strategy

To answer the research questions and test our hypotheses, we proceeded in
two steps.

First, to test our hypotheses, we conducted a set of multilevel linear regres-
sion analyses. The analysis of the correlation between the variables in the main
models (Table A6 in the online supplemental materials) displays no strong cor-
relation, meaning that no problems of multicollinearity arose. We first ran a
model, with the main effects (H1–3) and then two models with the interaction
variables needed to test our additional hypotheses (H4 and 5), namely
ACTORS*POLITICS and ACTORS*RADICALRIGHT. We did this for
both dependent variables “FREQUENCY” and “QUALITY.” We included
FREQUENCY as control variable in the model with QUALITY as dependent
variable. However, we did not include QUALITY as control variable on the
model with FREQUENCY as dependent variable (because this would have
meant to exclude the cases for which FREQUENCY is equal to “0”).
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We decided to apply a multilevel approach, given the nested structure of our
data, composed of 185 interviewees grouped in thirty-six municipalities. The
number of municipalities is rather low (N= 36) and this can be potentially prob-
lematic in multilevel analysis, but the existing literature confirms that our model
should be statistically robust (see Bryan and Jenkins 2016, 19–20).13 To limit
the complexity of the analyses and increase their statistical power, we limited
the main models to the three main variables plus SIZE and DIVERSITY as
control variables. Nevertheless, we conducted a set of robustness checks (see
Appendix in the online supplemental materials). First, we ran the same models
with country fixed effects, to control for unobserved countries’ characteristics.
Second, we ran the main effect models with the additional control variables
UNEMPLOYMENT, AUTONOMY (see previous sub-section). Third, we ran
a set of one-level linear regression (OLS), using the cluster option in Stata,
which tells the software that the data are clustered. This is not the same of a multi-
levelmodel and the estimates of the coefficients are the sameas theOLSestimates,
but the standard errors consider that the observations withinmunicipalities are not
independent. Fourth, we conducted an additional robustness check to see whether
the results holdwhen amultilevel ordinal regressionmodel is run: in themain anal-
yseswe treatedbothFREQUENCYandQUALITYas continuous variables but in
fact these variables are only semi-continuous.

The second and final step of our analysis entailed conducting a qualitative
content analysis of our interview material (Zhang and Wildemuth 2005), with
the support of the Atlas.ti software, to further clarify the mechanisms that
explain our quantitative findings, and particularly findings about the interac-
tions between our main independent variables ACTORS, POLITICS, and
RADICALRIGHT.14 This seemed particularly relevant considering the
limited literature from which our H4a, H4b, H5a, and H5b were derived.

Findings

In the first part of this section, we are going to present the results of our regres-
sion models, starting from the frequency and then moving to the quality of
interactions, as well as several additional analyses and robustness checks.
In the second part we present our qualitative findings.

Main Regression Models: Frequency of Interactions

Table 2 shows the multilevel regression models related to the first dependent
variable, i.e., the frequency of interactions related to refugee integration
between nonpublic actors and local policymakers (FREQUENCY).

In Model 1, we tested H1a, which predicted more frequent interactions
between local policymakers and CSOs compared to interactions between
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local policymakers and the private sector. As our ACTORS variable is not
statistically significant, H1a is rejected. The model also shows that our vari-
ables POLITICS and RADICALRIGHT are not significant in this first basic
model. This means that, overall, there is no association between the frequency
of interactions between local policymakers and nonpublic actors and the polit-
ical affiliation of local executives, nor with the local strength of RRPs. H2a,
H3a-1, and H3a-2 are therefore not confirmed. None of our control variables
is statistically significant, meaning that the FREQUENCY variable is not
influenced by the size of localities or their experience with cultural diversity
(nor by socio-economic characteristics of the locality or their degree of local
autonomy, introduced in our robustness checks).

Models 2 and 3 report the results of the interactions between the type of
nonpublic actor and the two political variables (the political affiliation of
local executives and the strength of RRPs). H4a stated that the association
between the political affiliation of local executives and the frequency of hor-
izontal governance interactions is stronger in the case of interactions with the
private sector compared to interactions with CSOs. The interaction effect in
Model 2 is statistically significant (p= .03). In the model, the main effect
of POLITICS, which refers to the association between the political affiliation
of the local executive and the frequency of interaction when the actor is a CSO
(ACTORS= 0), is not significant. This result suggests that, in the case of gov-
ernance relations involving CSO, the frequency of interaction is not associ-
ated with the political affiliation of local executives. This is also confirmed
by Figure 1, which provides a visualization of the predictive margins of the
interaction between ACTORS and POLITICS. By contrast, Figure 1 clearly
shows that the frequency of the interactions between local policymakers
and private actors increases as the political affiliation of the local executive
becomes more progressive. The main effect of ACTORS refers to the associ-
ation of this variable with the quality of interactions when the political affil-
iation of the local executive is conservative. The significant negative effect
(B=−1.32, p= .01) reveals that the private sector tends to have less frequent
interactions with local policymakers than CSOs when the local government is
conservative (although the confidence intervals partially overlap) but this dif-
ference in the frequency of interaction vanishes as the government’s political
affiliation becomes more progressive. This is also made clear by the two lines
moving closer in Figure 1. This is in line with our expectations according to
which: (1) interactions between local policymakers and actors from the
private sector are more frequent in localities with local executives controlled
by progressive parties compared to localities with local executives controlled
by conservative parties; and (2) the association between our variables
FREQUENCY and POLITICS is not significant in the case of interactions
between local policymakers and CSOs. H4a is, therefore, confirmed.
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H5a suggested that a similar dynamic might have applied to the case of
relations between nonpublic actors and local policymakers of localities char-
acterized by a different strength of RRPs in the municipal legislative body.
This is not confirmed by the results as the effect of the interactions
between ACTORS and RADICALRIGHT is not significant.

These results are confirmed also by our robustness checks: multilevel
linear regression with control variables, multilevel ordinal regression
models and linear regression with cluster robustness check (see Table A7
in the online supplemental materials).15

Main Regression Models: Quality of Interactions

In this subsection, we illustrate the models we developed to examine the asso-
ciation between our main independent variables and our second dependent
variable QUALITY, i.e., the quality of horizontal governance interactions
(how collaborative or conflictual they are). Table 3 below therefore shows
our multilevel regression models related to our second dependent variable.

In Model 1 (Table 3) we tested our H1b, according to which we expected
relations between local policymakers and the private sector to be more collab-
orative compared to relations between local policymakers and CSOs. Model 1
shows the results of our main independent variable ACTORS while

Figure 1. Predictive margins of the interaction ACTORS*POLITICS (linear
prediction, fixed portio).
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controlling for several possible confounders. The ACTORS variable is statis-
tically significant, which suggests that actors from the private sector have
more collaborative (or less conflictual) interactions with local policymakers
than CSOs (B= 0.40; p= .02). Our H1b is therefore confirmed.
Furthermore, in this model, the independent variables POLITICS and
RADICALRIGHT are not significant, suggesting that, overall, the political
affiliation of local executives and the strength of RRPs in the municipal leg-
islative body are not associated with more or less collaborative relations
between local policymakers and nonpublic actors. H2b and H3b are therefore
rejected. As for previous models, all our control variables are not statistically
significant, with the only exception of the FREQUENCY variable, suggesting
that, not surprisingly, actors that have collaborative relations interact more
frequently.

Models 2 and 3 report the results of the interactions between the type of
actors and our political variables. H4b stated that interactions between local
policymakers and actors from the private sector are more collaborative in
localities with local executives controlled by progressive parties compared
to localities with local executives controlled by conservative parties, while
the association between FREQUENCY and POLITICS is not significant in
the case of interactions between local policymakers and CSOs. This is not
confirmed by the results as the effect of the interaction between ACTORS
and POLITICS is not significant.

According to H5b, we instead expected interactions between private actors
and local policymakers to be more conflictual in localities where RRPs hold a
higher share of seats in the municipal legislative body, while this association
was not expected to be significant in the case of interactions between local
policymakers and CSOs. In our model, the interaction effect between
ACTORS and RADICALRIGHT is significant (p= .01), while the main
effects of ACTORS and RADICALRIGHT are not. In this model, the main
effect of ACTORS, which refers to the association of the variable with the
quality of interaction when there is no RRP representation in the municipal
legislative body (RADICALRIGHT= 0), is not significant. This means
that, in the absence of RRPs, the quality of horizontal governance interactions
involving CSOs and private actors does not differ. This is also shown in
Figure 2, which provides a visualization of the predictive margins of the inter-
action between the two variables. Conversely, Figure 2 clearly shows that,
when RRPs have a higher share of seats in the municipal legislative body,
relations between local policymakers and the private sector are more collab-
orative than relations between local policymakers and CSOs. In other words,
in localities with stronger RRPs, local policymakers and the private sector
have more collaborative relations than in localities with weaker (or absent)
RRPs. In the model, the main effect of RADICALRIGHT refers to the
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association between the share of seats for RRPs and the quality of interaction
when the actor is a CSO (ACTORS= 0). Although Figure 2 reveals that there
is a slight deterioration of relations between local policymakers and CSOs
when there is a higher share of RRPs, the fact that the main effect of
RADICALRIGHT is not significant suggests that this deterioration is not stat-
istically relevant. Overall, our H5b is therefore confirmed.

We also ran a set of robustness checks: multilevel linear regression with control
variables, multilevel ordinal regression models and linear regression with cluster
robustness check (see Table A6 in the online supplemental materials). All the
above-mentioned results are confirmed by these robustness checks.

Additional Regression Analyses

In this sub-section, we present several additional analyses, which: (a) intro-
duce an alternative variable to assess the strength of RRPs based on electoral
results of RRPs at the locality level in national elections; (b) differentiate
among different types of CSOs; and (c) replicate the main models illustrated

Figure 2. Predictive margins of the interaction ACTORS*RADICALRIGHT (linear
prediction, fixed portion).
Note. To improve the clarity and interpretation of this figure, to plot it, we used the
nonlogarithmic version of RADICALRIGHT (the figure does not change for the logarithmic
version).
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above for elected members of local executives and nonelected public admin-
istrators (separately).

The local strength of RRPs in national elections.We introduced an alterna-
tive variable to assess the local strength of RRPs, assessing the share of votes
these parties received in our localities in the last national elections
(“RADICALRIGHT_NATIONAL”), which could also potentially affect hor-
izontal governance interactions. As our new variable is correlated with the
share of seats held by RRPs in local legislative bodies/assemblies (r= .64,
p= .000) we decided to run these additional analyses replacing our variable
measuring the local strength of RRPs with the “RADICALRIGHT_
NATIONAL” variable (see Tables A11 and A12 in the online
supplemental materials). Remarkably, in our models neither the main effect
of RADICALRIGHT_NATIONAL nor the interaction of this variable with
ACTORS are statistically significant. This holds for both the frequency and
the quality of interactions. All the results are confirmed when including all
the control variables (results are not reported). This finding suggests the asso-
ciation between RADICALRIGHT, ACTORS, and QUALITY identified in
the previous section concerns, specifically, the strength of RRPs in local gov-
ernment and not the electoral strength of RRPs more broadly (i.e., having part
of the local population supporting RRPs).16

Types of actors. In the main analyses, we limited our focus to the compar-
ison between CSOs and actors from the private sector. As the frequency (and
quality) of interactions might potentially vary in the case of different types of
CSOs (e.g., Schiller, Martínez-Ariño, and Bolíbar 2020), we looked at differ-
ences between a wide range of actors: nonpublic service providers, trade
unions, pro-migrant organizations, private actors (Tables A13 and A14).17

We first looked at different types of civil society actors, compared to the
private sector (Table A13—Model 1 and Table A14—Model 1 in the
online supplemental materials). The main analyses on the frequency of inter-
actions (Table 2) showed that the ACTORS variable was not significant. This
additional analysis largely confirms this finding, showing that there are no dif-
ferences between the private sector and all the other types of organizations,
with the exception of nonpublic service providers, which have more frequent
interactions with local policymakers than private actors (B= 0.44, p= .04).
The main analyses on the quality of interactions (Table 3) showed that
actors from the private sector have more collaborative (or less conflictual)
interactions with local policymakers than CSOs. This additional analysis
reveals that, although all types of CSOs have less collaborative interactions
than private actors, this difference is statistically significant only for nonpub-
lic service providers (B=−0.41, p= .03), but not for trade unions and
pro-migrant organizations. These results point at possible differences
between nonpublic service providers—which are directly funded by the LG
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to provide services—and the other nonpublic actors (CSOs). Further addi-
tional analyses however show no statistical differences in both frequency
and quality of interactions between nonpublic service providers and other
CSOs (see Table A13—Model 2 and A14—Model 2 in the online
supplemental materials). In addition, we also investigated the differences in
the frequency and quality of interactions between pro-migrant groups,
which primarily do advocacy work (besides also often offering services to
migrants; see above), compared to the other CSOs and the private sector.
Results of these analyses show that the frequency and quality of horizontal
governance interactions involving pro-migrant groups are not different
from those involving other CSOs or private actors (see Table A13—Model
3 and A14—Model 3 in the online supplemental materials).

Elected members of local executives and nonelected public administrators.
The main analyses were conducted for our main dependent variables which
were created calculating average values for answers interviewees provided
to two questions related to interactions with elected members of local exec-
utives and nonelected public administrators. In this section, we replicate our
analyses for each of the two groups separately (see Tables A15–A18, in the
online supplemental materials). Results of the analyses conducted for inter-
actions with local executives and local administrators are highly similar to
those of the main analyses. As in the main analyses, for both members of
local executives and public administrators, there is no significant association
between the frequency of interactions and the variables ACTORS,
POLITICS, and RADICALRIGHT, nor a significant effect of the interaction
between ACTORS and RADICALRIGHT. However, for interactions with
public administrators, the coefficient of the variable ACTOR is close to
the conventional threshold of statistical significance (B=−0.42, p= .06).
The positive interaction between ACTORS and POLITICS is confirmed
only for interactions with public administrators (B= 0.62, p= .02), while
the coefficient does not fully reach the conventional threshold of statistical
significance in the case of interactions with local executives (B= 0.38, p=
.1). As in the main analyses, there is a positive association between
ACTORS and QUALITY for both elected politicians (B= 0.35, p= .07)
and public administrators (B= 0.33, p= .09), although the coefficients do
not fully reach the conventional threshold of statistical significance. In addi-
tion, the not significant association between the quality of interactions and
the variables POLITICS and RADICALRIGHT and of the interaction
between ACTORS and POLITICS is confirmed for both members of local
executives and public administrators. These analyses confirm the positive
effect of the interaction between ACTORS and RADICALRIGHT for
both public administrators (B= 0.31. p= .02) and elected politicians (B=
0.31, p= .02).
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Understanding the Mechanisms Behind the Influence of Political
Factors on Horizontal Governance Interactions: Qualitative Findings

This section illustrates key insights derived from our qualitative analysis,
which, as previously mentioned, aims to further clarify the mechanisms
that might explain our results about the interactions of our main independent
variables ACTORS, RADICALRIGHT, and POLITICS, considering that our
fourth and fifth hypotheses were derived from a very limited existing litera-
ture. This analysis is still exploratory in nature and cannot make any definitive
conclusion about causal relations.

Party control of local government and governance relations involving dif-
ferent types of nonpublic actors. A key finding from the quantitative analyses
was that horizontal governance interactions involving the private sector tend
to be more frequent in localities with local executives controlled by more pro-
gressive parties, while interactions involving CSOs do not vary depending on
this political variable. Our qualitative analysis suggests that this might reflect
a more proactive approach in integration governance by executives controlled
by progressive parties, who more actively seek collaborations with nonpublic
actors compared to conservative executives. The effects of this more proac-
tive policymaking approach are more visible in the case of relations with
the private sector as most of the public-private collaborations described by
our interviewees were initiated by the local executives. For instance, a pro-
gressive Swedish elected member of local government explained that starting
interactions with the business sector was more difficult, but that after various
efforts on the side of the local executive “a few companies finally showed
some interest to discuss how to better work together toward solutions that
approach newly arrivals/immigrants” (interview 130). This trend does not
emerge in the case of relations with CSOs, due to the already discussed ten-
dency of CSOs to reach out to local policymakers regardless of the political
affiliation of the local executive:

I think that the relationship between civil society and the LG is not optimal, let’s
say. There is still work to do. Why? I think it’s because, maybe we don’t have
the same sensitivities, so civil society doesn’t need voice… the goals aren’t the
same (…), the LG needs to please everyone and maybe the fact of being seen
collaborating with civil society, it can be… I don’t know. It’s a calculation,
so it’s a calculation that political parties do, that civil society does not do.
Civil society is driven by objectives and convictions. (CSO, locality with
local executive controlled by conservative parties, Belgium—interview 206)

This quote also provides a potential explanation for the absence of any
association between the political affiliation of local executives and the
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quality of horizontal interactions on refugee integration. This quote suggests
that the higher reluctance of local policymakers of localities controlled by
conservative executives in reaching out to nonpublic actors is not necessarily
related to the presence of conflicts among them (none of the conservative
local policymakers interviewed reported of any conflict with the business
sector), but rather to a willingness not to be seen by the public (or their elec-
torate) to engage in initiatives in support of migrants. Our analysis also
reveals that, when we asked local policymakers about the key factors that
influenced their policymaking activities on refugee integration, public
opinion was the factor that was mentioned more often. As an Austrian conser-
vative policymaker put it “we realised that it was not only the FPÖ [radical
right] protesting [against migrants], it was also people from our own ranks,
also ÖVP party members, also from this side” (Interview 161). The represen-
tative of an Austrian pro-migrant group explained that “once elected, local
politicians must make compromises and disregard their own values” (inter-
view 166).

The stronger proactiveness in local integration governance of policy-
makers in localities with executives controlled by more progressive parties
(which leads to a higher frequency of interactions with the private sector)
might instead be explained by two different factors. First, progressive policy-
makers seem to perceive public opinion as less hostile to migrants compared
to conservative policymakers. Conservative policymakers assess public
opinion as much more hostile to refugees than the nonpublic interviewees
in the same locality, while no significant difference can be identified in the
case of progressive policymakers. Another key factor is party ideology.
The top-level administrator responsible for integration in an Austrian locality
(with a local executive controlled by progressive parties) that developed
strong collaborations with nonpublic actors explained that:

Our own values are crucial for the work we do. The way in which the integration
issue is being handled is related to the clear position of the majority party [the
centre-left SPÖ]. Formally, our office [responsible for immigrant integration]
does not have to exist by law. Our office exists at the request of the party,
and we implement the party’s values, policy-wise. (Top-level administrator,
locality with local executive controlled by progressive parties, Austria—inter-
view 55)

The strength of RRPs and governance relations involving different types of
nonpublic actors. Our regression models also suggested that the strength of
RRPs is associated with the quality of horizontal governance relations, and
particularly that stronger RRPs are associated with remarkably more collab-
orative interactions between local policymakers and the private sector. Our

26 Urban Affairs Review 0(0)



qualitative content analysis leads us to identify possible mechanisms that
might explain this finding.

First, local policymakers facing strong RRPs seem to need for stronger
allies to foster refugee integration and justify inclusive stances on refugee
integration. More than a delegation of integration tasks to the private sector
(which would have also led to an increase in the frequency of public-private
relations, see Oosterlynck et al. 2023), our interviews suggest that collabora-
tions with employers is exploited by local policymakers under pressure from
RRPs as part of their communication strategies. This seems to be related to the
belief that collaborations with the private sector are less problematic for
(elected) policymakers’ public image compared to collaborations with
CSOs (see also the first quote reported above):

The LG looks for the stage, for the stage it’s always nice to seek cooperation,
isn’t it? (…) [Collaborations with the LG] always end up in the newspaper,
with the alderman who pats on the back of the business community (…).
After that nothing more happens, you know, it’s just for the stage.
(Employers’ association, locality with local executive controlled by progressive
parties, the Netherlands—interview 134)

Second, the local weakness of RRPs seems to remove incentives for (par-
ticularly progressive) local executives to actively develop initiatives and col-
laborations for refugee inclusion, particularly with the private sector (which
tends to be less proactive in reaching out to local policymakers). This is sug-
gested by interviews conducted in a Walloon medium town where RRPs are
absent at the local level:

There is not really any politicization of the migration issue here. We are some-
what, in quotes, lucky to have had left-wing parties in power for a long time.
(…) But this also means that we take the question of integration too little in
hand, which is paradoxical. (…) As the question is not really politicized,
there is no grip for local politicians. (Top-level Administrator, locality with
local executive controlled by progressive parties, Belgium—interview 215)

This quote suggests that the effect might be more broadly related to the
political weakness of RRPs in the locality (in Wallonia RRPs are very
weak also in higher-level elections) rather than specifically to their absence
from local legislative bodies/assemblies but our quantitative findings have
not found any association between the frequency and quality of horizontal
governance interactions and the electoral strength of RRPs in national
elections.
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More broadly, our exploratory analysis suggests that localities where
RRPs are very strong and localities with no RRPs are characterized by differ-
ent types of “coalitions” between public and nonpublic actors involved in
local integration governance. In localities with no RRPs, interviewed local
policymakers very rarely mentioned private actors when illustrating their
key local partners in the integration policy field. This is in line with findings
of the existing migration scholarship, particularly before the recent politiciza-
tion of migration, suggesting that private actors and LGs are typically charac-
terized by different approaches to refugee integration policy, with the private
sector more interested in facilitating migrants’ economic inclusion (e.g.,
through trainings and language courses) and LGs more oriented to service
provision and social inclusion (see e.g., Buscher 2018). Conversely, inter-
viewed local policymakers in localities with strong RRPs tend to describe
the private sector as a key ally or an actor that is part of the same “camp”
of the local battleground. Among the others, a progressive elected policy-
maker in a Dutch locality characterized by a high presence of RRPs high-
lighted that the LG “worked very well not only with the COA [Central
Agency for the Reception of Asylum-Seekers] and with the volunteer organi-
zation, but also with employers’ organizations” (interview 145), which are
depicted as key partners that develop crucially important integration work.
In a German progressive locality with high presence of RRPs a progressive
politician reported that the local executive is “highly excited” about a new
project they developed with some private companies to provide language
courses to refugees, and also described these companies as key partners (inter-
view 253). In a Swedish municipality with a progressive executive and high
presence of the RR, an elected politicians (interview 112) reported that the
type of initiatives that the local executive developed on integration were
mostly driven by elected politicians’ own values and that convergence at
the level of ideas and goals was the key element that led to a recent very suc-
cessful collaboration developed with various local actors including both CSO
and private actors, which all worked together to facilitate young refugees’
integration in the labor market.

Conclusion

This article has analyzed horizontal governance interactions in the integration
policy field in SWELs (with local executives controlled by mainstream
parties), adopting a mixed qualitative and quantitative methodology. It has
provided the first (to the best of our knowledge) large-N quantitative analysis
of horizontal governance interactions in the integration policy field in
SWELs. By focusing on both the frequency and quality of such relations,
and analyzing interactions of local policymakers with both CSOs and
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actors from the private sector, our analysis complements and challenges exist-
ing research on local integration policymaking in Europe. Table 4 summarizes
our main results.

Table 4. Summary of the Results.

Variable Frequency Quality

ACTORS No sig. difference
between CSOs and
private sector

Actors from the
private sector have
more collaborative
interactions with
local policymakers
than CSOs

POLITICS No sig. difference
between localities with
local executives
controlled by different
types of parties

No sig. difference
between localities with
local executives
controlled by different
types of parties

RADICALRIGHT No sig. difference based
on the local strength of
RRPs

No sig. difference based
on the local strength of
RRPs

ACTORS*POLITICS The political affiliation
of local executives is
associated to the
frequency of
interactions with
private actors
(private actors have
more frequent
interactions with
progressive local
executives than
with conservative
local executives),
but not with CSOs.

The association between
the political affiliation of
local executives and the
quality of interactions
does not vary
depending on the type
of nonpublic actor
involved

ACTORS*RADICALRIGHT The association between
the local strength of
RRPs and the
frequency of
interactions does not
vary depending on the
type of nonpublic actor
involved

The strength of RRPs
is positively
associated to the
quality of
interactions
between local
policymakers and
private actors (but
not CSOs).

Note. Statistically significant results are highlighted in bold.
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This article has shown that, in SWELs with local executives controlled by
mainstream parties, horizontal governance interactions related to refugee inte-
gration involving the private sector and CSOs are both largely collaborative.
This finding connects to insights from the scholarship describing local inte-
gration governance as a collaborative endeavor oriented at the solution of
complex policy problems (the so-called “local pragmatism thesis”; see also:
Agranoff 2018) and partially questions findings of recent works describing
the existence of a “battleground” in the migration policy field in SWELs
(Campomori and Ambrosini 2020). These results might be related to the
intrinsic nature of “integration” policy, which is less politicized and contested
than asylum-seekers’ reception policy (analyzed by most of the works that
theorized the “local battleground”). Alternatively, this could be related to
the lower politicization of the migrant integration issue in the time period ana-
lyzed compared to the years of the European “refugee crisis.”

Furthermore, our findings suggest that, overall, actors from the private
sector have more collaborative (or less conflictual) interactions related to
refugee integration with local policymakers than CSOs. They also suggest
that, overall, political factors such as political party control of local executives
and the local strength of RRPs are not associated with a different frequency
and quality of the interactions between local policymakers and nonpublic
actors. However, these political factors are associated with a different fre-
quency and quality of interactions between local policymakers and different
types of nonpublic actors (CSOs and actors from the private sector).

Challenging some assumptions of the so-called “local pragmatism thesis”
(Scholten and Penninx 2016), this article has shown that interactions between
local policymakers and the private sector are more frequent in localities with
executives controlled by progressive political parties compared to localities
with local executives controlled by conservative parties. Our qualitative anal-
ysis has provided some in-depth (exploratory) interpretations of these find-
ings, suggesting that this might due to a more proactive approach to
integration policymaking of progressive local policymakers, which
becomes more visible when observing relations with the private sector
because public-private partnerships are largely promoted by local policy-
makers, while CSOs tend to mobilize and reach out to local policymakers
regardless of the political orientation of local executives. Such a proactive
approach seems to be related to local policymakers’ progressive political ide-
ologies and a less pessimistic perception of local public attitudes to immigra-
tion. Public opinion instead is the key factor that seems to constrain attempts
by local policymakers to develop horizontal governance relations on refugee
integration in localities with executives controlled by conservative parties (on
the role of perceptions of public opinion see: Pettrachin and Paxton 2022).
This finding connects to recent research on center-right parties’ strategies
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on migration policy at the national level, arguing that the once privileged rela-
tion between center-right parties and business on migration issues has
recently vanished due to business interests becoming “much less potent com-
pared to the concerns of citizens” (Hadj Abdou, Bale, and Geddes 2022, 12).

Our quantitative analysis has shown that the local strength of RRPs is pos-
itively associated to the quality of horizontal governance relations between
local policymakers and the private sector. Again, our qualitative analysis sug-
gests some (exploratory) interpretations for this finding: the interviews we
conducted suggest that, while facing strong RRPs, local policymakers seem
to be inclined to rely on and look at actors from the private sector as key
allies in policy implementation and in the public debate on migrant
integration.

Overall, these findings suggest that the emergence of horizontal gover-
nance interactions in SWELs highly depends on (favorable) political
(pre-)conditions, rather than being linked to local policymakers’ willingness
to act pragmatically to cope with the complexity of migration challenges. It
might be accurate to describe local policymakers in SWELs as pragmatic
actors oriented at problem-solving only if one considers that the main
“problem to be solved” for local policymakers may not be migrants’ inclu-
sion per se but rather the implications of migrants’ integration for local
public opinion. This article also challenges findings of recent research con-
ducted in the United States highlighting the role of local contexts in local
immigrant policy (Khan-Welsh, Reese, and Reese 2023), showing that, in
the SWELs analyzed, the emergence of (different types of) interactions
between local policymakers and nonpublic actors is not related to contextual
factors such as localities’ experience with cultural diversity or their socio-
economic situation.

Future research should test these findings on a larger number of local cases
to establish clearer causal relationships. In particular, the findings of these
papers should be complemented by more specific analyses addressing the
question of which actors start horizontal governance interactions and
testing potential interactions between the political affiliation of local execu-
tives and the presence of RRPs in shaping horizontal governance relations.
Additional analyses should be done to explore cross-national differences.
More studies could further explore the mechanisms identified in our explor-
atory qualitative analysis, particularly looking at how the emergence of
RRPs influences horizontal governance relations over time. Future research
should also analyze horizontal governance relations in localities with execu-
tives not controlled by mainstream parties (but rather, for instance, by RRPs,
or local parties) and should look at the implications of governance interactions
for local policymaking processes.
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Notes

1. We are aware that many different terms are used in the literature to refer to local
government structures. In this article we use the term “local executives” to refer to
local executive bodies/committees formed by elected officials, and the terms
“top-level public administrators” or “top-level bureaucrats” (as opposed to street-
level bureaucrats) to refer to those non-elected public administrators that occupy
central positions within local governments. We use the generic label “local pol-
icymakers” to refer to both groups. We use the term “municipal legislative body”
to refer to municipal bodies/assemblies composed by elected councilors.

2. This research focuses on governance relations related to the integration of human-
itarian migrants arrived in Europe during the so-called 2015 “refugee crisis,”
regardless of their current legal status.

3. We also excluded localities hosting hotspots in Southern Italy.
4. Available at: https://popu-list.org/
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5. As to localities’ experience with previous immigration flows, and the unemploy-
ment rate, considering the significant differences in the absolute values of these
variables across our seven countries, we decided to use national averages to estab-
lish cutoff points, and we aimed to select cases among the 25% of localities with
the lowest/highest values of the considered variable (compared to the national
average). For locality size, we followed the OECD/EC definitions, distinguishing
between rural areas, small towns and medium towns, using the number of inhab-
itants as the main criterion (see next section).

6. Following Gerring and Cojocaru (2016), in terms of representativeness, “diverse
cases” (i.e. cases selected through a selection strategy like the one we adopted in
this paper) are representative in the minimal sense of representing the full varia-
tion of the population.

7. The surveys were translated in local languages and filled in by interviewees at the
beginning of in-person interviews, which were conducted by researchers working
as part of the consortium of the Whole-COMM project.

8. Most of the CSOs identified in SWELs in fact perform both advocacy and
service-delivery functions.

9. Overall, response rate was lower in Dutch and German localities compared to the
other countries, and higher for non-public interviewees compared to interviewees
from the private sector. This response rate is higher than the response rate of other
surveys conducted with local elites (e.g. Khan-Welsh et al. 2022).

10. Interviews were conducted in local languages by researchers of the
Whole-COMM project, under the coordination of Prof. Tiziana Caponio and
Dr. Andrea Pettrachin. Interviews were transcribed and translated in English.

11. In these few cases local parties occupy marginal positions in the local legislative
bodies, and they are explicitly part of coalitions with progressive or conservative
coalitions (we also checked their electoral programs for the last local elections,
when available, to double-check their position on immigration-related issues).
As previously mentioned, we excluded from our sample localities with local
executives controlled by local parties.

12. In Austrian localities and some German localities, the number of seats each polit-
ical party holds on the executive board is proportional to the number of seats it
holds in the legislative body/assembly. In these cases, to define a local executive
as “progressive” or “conservative” we made sure progressive or conservative
parties controlled the mayorship, all aldermen who have responsibilities poten-
tially related to immigrant integration (e.g., immigrant integration, social ser-
vices, housing, culture), and the majority in the legislative body.

13. In a recent analysis of sample size inmultilevelmodelling published in the quantitative
methods-focused journal “European Sociological Review,”Bryan and Jenkins (2016,
19–20) conclude that minimum 25 cases are required al level 1 (themunicipality level
in our case) for multilevel linear models with relatively basic specifications.

14. The codes used include combinations of types of interaction between nonpublic
actors and local executives (e.g., frequent/absent; collaborative/conflictual) and polit-
ical factors (e.g., progressive/conservative local executive, presence/absence of
RRPs).
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15. In Model 7 (multilevel linear regression with all control variables), the coefficient
of POLITICS is significant (B = 0.31, p = 0.05), suggesting that there might be a
weak increase of frequency of interactions when the local executive is more pro-
gressive. However, the coefficient is significant in only one of these robustness
checks and therefore we decided to still reject our hypothesis.

16. We also conducted additional analyses replacing our RADICALRIGHT variable
with a dummy variable assessing RRPs’ presence in the municipal legislative
body/assembly (“PRESENCE_RADICALRIGHT”; 0=No, 1=Yes). The results
(see Tables A9 and A10 in the online Appendix) are very similar to the ones dis-
played in the main analyses with the RADICALRIGHT variable, which suggests
that, as the strength of RRPs, also their presence within the municipal legislative
body is associated to a higher quality of relations between local policymakers and
the private sector. All the results are confirmed when including all the control var-
iables (resulted not reported).

17. We decided to exclude from these analyses the migrant organizations in our
sample, due to the low number of cases in this category (n=4).
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