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Abstract 

Successful refugee and migrant integration has been shown to generate novel 

opportunities for development, and to enrich countries economically, socially and 

culturally. Nonetheless integration is one of the most complex issues of our time. 

Here we review this problem from a behavioural science perspective. Behavioural 

science brings together insights from psychology, behavioural economics, 

neuroscience, and sociology to devise and improve population-level interventions 

and to develop more effective policies. One approach in behavioural science is 

commonly referred to as ‘nudging’. Recently there has been a growing interest in 

nudge strategies among both practitioners and academics, in part because the 

strategies are cheap to implement. Here we provide an overview of such strategies 

and their applicability to refugee integration. By addressing two sectors of society 

where behavioural science is currently being applied (education and employment), 

we examine how behavioural evidence may be used to bypass barriers and facilitate 

drivers of integration. Our review (i) reveals that few interventions aimed at refugee 

integration use a behavioural science approach, (ii) highlights areas in which this 

approach could be especially effective, and (iii) identifies some behavioural science 

techniques that may be counterproductive. 

  

Introduction 
Behavioural science aims to explain decision-making above and beyond what 

standard economic theory would predict, by integrating knowledge from psychology, 

behavioural economics, neuroscience, and social sciences. In this chapter, we 

examine the application of this approach to refugee integration. Some work in this 

area pertains to migrants, refugees, or asylum seekers specifically. Other work 

combines two or more of these groups, depending on its purpose and scope. 

Although we draw on a range of sources, our main interest is how behavioural 

science informs refugee integration in particular. 
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Integration efforts are most effective when they engage both host and refugee 

populations. Standard cost-benefit analysis would predict that both populations 

benefit economically in the long-term (Karakas, 2015; European Commission, 2016). 

For the host population, the refugee influx could lead to economic growth by 

addressing aging demographic trends, to take an example from the EU. Refugees 

may also improve the ratio of active workers (European Commission, 2016) and 

increase diversity, which has been shown to contribute to innovation, 

entrepreneurship and GDP growth (Karakas, 2015). For the refugee population, 

integration, in the long term, can benefit economic welfare, freedom, educational, 

and health outcomes (De Haas, 2005). 

 

According to standard economic theory, people should act to secure these 

long-term benefits. Instead integration is often resisted, in part because both host 

and refugee populations are focused on short-term priorities such as first aid, shelter, 

and food, while postponing the provision and take up of education or mental and 

primary health care (Fratzscher & Junker, 2015; UNHCR, 1997). 

 

The tension between short-term and long-term thinking is core to one of the 

fundamental theories in behavioural science, the Dual System Theory (Kahneman & 

Egan, 2011). This theory proposes that mental processing takes place on an fast, 

automatic, and intuitive level (System 1), as well as a slow, controlled, and reflective 

level (System 2). To optimise resource allocation, people operate in a System 1 state 

as much as possible. In the context of refugee integration, the proposal is that short-

term approaches and attitudes are likely grounded in System 1 thinking. In contrast, 

long-term benefits are captured by System 2 thinking. This distinction applies to 

thinking in both host and refugee populations. 

 

Dual System Theory offers a behavioural perspective on what may limit 

progress towards effective integration. Historically, the dominant strategy has been 

to engage host and migrant populations in their System 2 state, with information 

being provided to illustrate the long-term benefits of integration (e.g. the European 

Commission’s Refugee Awareness Project). Relaying such information is clearly 

important, but extensive research has shown that requiring people to function and 

make decisions in a reflective state is an unscalable, costly, and slow path to 
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achieving behaviour change (see systematic review by Webb & Sheeran, 2006). For 

example, knowing which food is healthy does not guarantee healthy food choices 

(e.g. Johnson et al., 2012). 

 

In contrast, behavioural science strategies organise the environment so that the 

desired behavioural outcomes are as closely aligned as possible with System 1, 

sometimes bypassing System 2 altogether. This approach is also known as choice 

architecture (Johnson et al., 2012). A classic instantiation of choice architecture is 

the switch from a self-enrolment (‘opt-in’) to auto-enrolment (‘opt out’), in line with the 

desired outcome. For example, Madrian and Shea (2001) showed that most people 

want to save for a pension and know that it is important. Yet out of inertia, many do 

not save. Changing the opt-in system to an opt-out system increased the proportion 

of workers saving toward a pension from 49% to 86%. To take another example, 

recent work suggests that merely changing the timing of a decision can affect the 

outcome (Artavia-Mora, Bedi, & Rieger, 2017; Ellis & Jenkins, 2012; Sanders & 

Jenkins, 2016). 

 

A first step towards refugee integration is to identify System 1 biases and 

heuristics that affect host and refugee populations. Often, these will be situation 

dependent. However, we can begin by identifying some general ways in which a 

refugee population may differ from other populations. 

 

Refugees generally face greater uncertainty than local citizens (Aspinall & 

Watters, 2010). The particular circumstances leading to relocation vary greatly 

(Hagen-Zanker, 2008), as do circumstances of arrival. But common to many 

refugees is the prospect of ‘starting again’ (Agier, 2008). Human capacity to envision 

a new start is rooted in experiences of the past or present (Bar, 2011). Within 

displaced populations, the emerging situation may depart from previous experience 

in many ways (e.g. Berry, 1997). For example, it may require understanding the local 

rental market, enrolling a child in school, or taking the subway. All of these tasks 

require extensive System 2 engagement (deliberative thinking), increasing cognitive 

load (Sweller, 1988; Sweller, Van Merrienboer & Paas, 1998). With System 2 

occupied by everyday tasks, it falls to System 1 to handle effective integration. 
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In addition, many refugees and migrants must contend with a state of scarcity. 

Scarcity describes the condition of having insufficient resources to cope with 

demands (Lynn, 1991). Many refugees arrive in a state of material scarcity, having 

travelled with minimal resources, often to countries where there are insufficient state 

provisions to accommodate the influx of people (Ratha et al., 2011; UNHCR, 2016). 

One insidious side effect of material scarcity is that it can lead to cognitive scarcity, 

entrenching the original position. Material scarcity tends to focus System 2 resources 

on immediate problems (Karau & Kelly, 1992). The resulting ‘tunnel vision’ can lead 

to desirable consequences for the problem at hand. However, it can also lead to 

undesirable consequences in the form of myopic or impulsive behaviour, with short-

term gains being prioritised over long-term gains. In a laboratory demonstration of 

this effect, Tomm & Zhao (2016) allocated participants to a poor condition ($20 

budget) or a rich condition ($100 budget) before presenting a restaurant menu. While 

poor participants spent more time than rich participants looking at prices, they spent 

less time looking at an 18% discount on the bottom of the menu. Scarcity can induce 

neglect of non-focal information in the environment that could mitigate the scarcity 

itself. In the context of refugee integration, this might translate into financial worries 

obscuring job opportunities that could alleviate poverty. Thus, scarcity means not 

only a shortage of physical resources such as time and money, but also a shortage 

of cognitive resources such as attention and executive control. 

 

The combination of uncertainty and scarcity is likely to leave refugees 

especially prone to System 1 thinking. The upside is that this provides an opening for 

System 1-focused behavioural interventions.  

 

 

Using behaviour change tools 
 

Various behaviour change tools are available for developing behavioural 

interventions. The design process generally starts by mapping the current pathway 

towards the desired outcome—in this case, refugee integration. As integration is a 

highly complex issue, it is usually measured indirectly via behavioural proxies such 

as language acquisition, family self-sufficiency or employment, enrolment in 
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education, and housing permanence, depending on the measurement tool that is 

used (see Sturm, 2016 for an overview of tools). 

 

In the early stages of planning an intervention, a behavioural analysis may be 

used to map the physical routes (e.g. schools/community centres), barriers (e.g. 

time), and drivers (e.g. finding work) of optimal engagement with these behaviours. 

The analysis stage is often guided by a theoretical framework such as the 

Theoretical Domains Framework (TDF; Cane, O’Connor & Michie, 2012) or the 

COM-B model and Behaviour Change Wheel (BCW; Michie, Stralen & West, 2011). 

The TDF allows practitioners to think through a pathway systematically, and to 

catalogue influences on the behaviours of interest. For example, French et al (2012) 

propose a four-step approach based around the following questions: Who needs to 

do what, differently? Using a theoretical framework, which barriers and enablers 

need to be addressed? Which intervention components (behaviour change 

techniques and modes of delivery) could overcome the modifiable barriers and 

enhance the enablers? And how can behaviour change be measured and 

understood? 

 

COM-B and the BCW are used to identify drivers for those behaviours that may 

be most amenable to change. Ideally, this process can identify a series of new 

intervention opportunities that foster migrant integration for an entire system. For 

example, the behavioural analyses of antimicrobial resistance (Pinder et al., 2015) 

and climate change (Hallin et al., 2017) both address problems on a global scale. 

  

Once opportunities for behavioural intervention have been identified, the next 

step is to supplement, tweak, or restructure the existing pathway in service of the 

desired outcome. The traditional approach might involve launching an information 

campaign or a costly training programme. In contrast, a core principle of the 

behavioural science approach is that a small change, such as changing the default 

option or simplifying an information letter, can yield disproportionate benefits. This 

allows interventions to be low cost, and scalable to entire target populations if shown 

to be effective. Changing the default option is a prime example of a behavioural 

intervention that balances the level of intervention and the freedom of the individual. 

The Nuffield Ladder of Intervention (Nuffield Council on Bioethics, 2015) 
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characterises this balance by introducing various intervention options, from ‘doing 

nothing’ – where no state intervention occurs, to ‘eliminating choice’ – where the 

state removes the choice from the individual entirely. Table 1 illustrates this range of 

options for the case of smoking reduction. 

 

RUNG OF LADDER EXAMPLE 
Eliminate choice No smoking for minors 
Restrict choice No smoking in workplaces 
Guide by disincentives Taxes on cigarettes 
Guide choice by incentives Stop smoking during pregnancy 
Guide choice by changing the default policy Plain packaging requirements 
Enable choice Free ‘stop-smoking’ program enrolment 
Provide information Website, leaflets and adverts 
Do nothing  
Table 1: Nuffield ladder of intervention, applying different levels of intervention to smoking 

reduction. 

 

One concern about stronger interventions (eliminating or restricting choice) is 

that individuals may feel that their freedom to choose is curtailed, causing upset and 

resistance if changes are not managed carefully. The complementary concern about 

minimal intervention is that it doesn’t guide the population towards the collectively 

beneficial choice. The middle strategies are frequently considered forms of nudging, 

“ways of influencing choice without limiting the choice set or making alternatives 

appreciably more costly in terms of time, trouble, social sanctions, and so forth” 

Hausman & Welsh (2010). Ideally, nudge strategies can be used to direct the 

population towards the collectively desirable option of refugee integration, without 

limiting individual choice and without placing unrealistic expectations on individual 

responsibility. 

 

The potential of nudge to promote behaviour change across public domains for 

social good was popularised by Sunstein and Thaler (2008). Not long after, the 

British government created a ‘Nudge Unit’, the Behavioural Insights Team (BIT, 

2014), which initially focused on matters such as improving tax returns and 

increasing rates of organ donation (BIT, 2014). Along with a number of trials that 

indicated strong potential for the approach, BIT devised several influential 

frameworks. First, BIT advocated that behavioural science in the public sphere 
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should use randomised control trials (RCTs) to check for efficacy and to ensure that 

interventions have no adverse effects (see Test, Learn, Adapt framework by Haynes 

et al., 2012). Second, they developed two frameworks to make behavioural science 

methods more accessible to policy makers and practitioners. In 2010, the 

MINDSPACE framework (Dolan et al., 2010) was introduced, capturing 9 of the most 

effective behavioural insights techniques in mnemonic form to ease engagement 

(see Table 2, Dolan et al., 2010; Dolan et al., 2012). 

 
MINDSPACE CUE BEHAVIOUR 

Messenger We are heavily influenced by who communicates information to us 
Incentives Our responses to incentives are shaped by predictable mental shortcuts 
Norms We are strongly influenced by what others do 
Defaults We ‘go with the flow’ of pre-set options 
Salience Our attention is drawn to what is novel and seems relevant to us 
Priming Our acts are often influences by sub-conscious cues 
Affect Our emotional associations can powerfully shape our actions 
Commitments 
Ego 

We seek to be consistent with our public promises, and reciprocate acts 
We act in ways that make us feel better about ourselves 

 
Table 2: The MINDSPACE framework for behaviour change. Nine behavioural techniques 

that could promote behaviour change. Image retrieved from Dolan et al., (2012). 

 

 

Soon after, in 2014, the EAST framework was published. The EAST framework 

is less extensive than COM-B, BCW or MINDSPACE, but simpler to use. It proposes 

that interventions are more likely to be effective if they are Easy, Attractive, Social, 

and Timely (BIT, 2014; Table 3). 

 

A decade on from Sunstein and Thaler (2008), teams of behavioural scientists 

are employed in nearly all British government departments, as well as the 

governments of over 30 other countries, global organisations such as the UN and 

World Bank, and a range of international charities and specialist consultancies 

(Sunstein, Reisch & Rauber, 2018). This global reach is matched by the range of 

projects in which behavioural science principles are applied, including global health 

pandemics such as obesity and air pollution, environmental issues such as climate 

change, and social issues such global poverty, gender inequality, tax evasion, violent 

crime, homelessness, and joblessness (Lourenço et al., 2016). 
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Table 3: The EAST framework for behaviour change. Top row: Four behavioural principles, 

Middle row: principles that support these; Bottom row: evidenced biases and heuristics that 

can be used to activate these principles. Image retrieved from https://bit.ly/2KqIQa0 

 

Whatever techniques are used, behavioural science interventions must be 

accompanied by rigorous assessment methods. It is essential to establish the 

effectiveness of an intervention before rolling it out (Haynes et al., 2012). 

Randomised Control Trials (RCTs) have been recognised as the gold standard in 

testing medical interventions for over 60 years, partly because they allow 

researchers to dissociate treatment effects from changes over time. However, it is 

only recently that RCTs have entered mainstream social science and policy 

research. Slow adoption in this sector is partly due to the misapprehension that 

testing takes too much time and money (see Haynes et al., 2012 for a review), and 

partly due to a reliance on common sense as a means of divining what will work. 

However, RCTs have been shown to overturn even very long-standing assumptions. 

For example, Scared Straight was a US crime reduction programme introduced in 

the late 1970s, which aimed to deter high school students from a life of crime 

through interaction with prison inmates. Early studies concluded that the intervention 

was highly effective in reducing crime rates (see Finckenauer, 1982, for discussion), 

and similar programmes were trialled in at least six countries. It was only when an 

RCT was carried out, 25 years post-implementation, that the intervention was found 

to have increased crime rates all those years (Petrosino, Turpin-Petrosino & Buehler, 

2003). A background decrease in the crime rate over time had been wrongly 
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attributed to the intervention. In a very different setting, the Behavioural Insights 

Team ran an RCT to test whether attendance at adult literacy classes could be 

improved by a financial incentive of £5 per session. Surprisingly, these payments 

actually reduced attendance relative to the control group—the very opposite of the 

expected effect (Brooks et al., 2008; see Festinger & Carlsmith, 1959, for 

suppressive effects of reward). As these and many other examples illustrate, intuition 

is no substitute for evidence. 
 

 

Relevant examples of behavioural 
interventions  

 

Behavioural science interventions have been trialled by a number of global 
organisations, including United Nations and the World Bank (WB, 2018; UNDP, 
2017; WB, 2016; WB, 2015). One particularly relevant initiative is a United Nations 
Development Programme intervention that aims to integrate Syrian refugees in 
Jordan via a skills exchange programme (UNDP, 2016). This particular intervention 
is ongoing, and the results have not yet been published. However, several 
interventions have been conducted in related areas. Here we describe two 
examples—one in employment and one in education. Each example aligns with 
behavioural principles and techniques described in the EAST and MINDSPACE 
frameworks. 

 

Employment 
Employment is one of the most important issues in refugee integration. Gainful 

employment can increase economic independence, foster interactions between 

refugees and host populations, strengthen language skills, and develop self-esteem 

and self-reliance (Ager and Strang, 2008). Here, we discuss two areas where 

behavioural science could be applied—employment rights and recruitment 

processes. 

  

Employment rights 
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In the UK, individuals granted refugee status are permitted to work in any 

profession and at any skill level. Asylum seekers on the other hand, are not 

permitted to work. A critical problem faced by people in this situation is the time 

taken to grant refugee status. Hainmueller, Hangartner and Lawrence (2016) found a 

causal link between the length of time a refugee waits for a decision on their asylum 

claim and their subsequent economic integration. Each additional year of waiting 

from the moment of arrival reduced subsequent employment rates by 4 to 5 

percentage points (16 to 23% below the average rate). Even a small reduction in the 

time taken to decide an asylum seeker’s status could reduce public expenditure and 

increase the economic and social integration of the refugee population. Below we 

explore two possible solutions to this challenge. 

  

Intervention 1: Reducing cognitive load through simplification. Simplification has 

been effectively used to encourage individuals to comply with a range of behaviours. 

In one study, simplifying letters from government departments resulted in a 5-10% 

increase in response rate by making the behavioural request clearer (BIT, 2014). 

Such interventions have typically targeted members of the public, for example, 

encouraging timely tax payments (BIT, 2014) or increasing uptake of the NHS Health 

Check (PHE, 2015). However, the same approach could be applied to government 

systems internally to streamline handling of asylum claims. If simplification improves 

communication, there is no reason why intra-government communication should be 

excluded. 

 

Intervention 2: Changing the default. An example of a stronger nudge would be 

to change the default. A natural experiment in Germany provides empirical evidence 

for the impact of changing the default for asylum seekers and employment 

restrictions. In 2000, a court ruling prompted a reduction in the length of time asylum 

seekers must wait before seeking employment. Those arriving in Germany before 

2000, on average, waited about 19 months before they were permitted to seek 

employment. Individuals arriving after 2000, had to wait 12 months. Marbach, 

Hainmueller and Hangartner (2017) found that employment rates were about 20 

percentage points lower for those refugees who had to wait longer before entering 

the labour market. The employment gap between these groups persisted for ten 

years after the waiting period was reduced. 
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Recruitment processes 
Refugees and asylum seekers often face multiple layers of discrimination. 

Unsurprisingly, forced migration can lead people to fall behind in education or work 

experience or both (WHO, 2018). Racial discrimination may compound this 

disadvantage. Moreover, more than 80 per cent of the world’s refugees are women 

and their dependent children, who tend to be victim to racial and gender 

discrimination (Pittaway & Bartolomei, 2001). Most workplaces do not actively 

discriminate, but may harbour unconscious bias (Cortina, 2008). Unconscious bias 

refers to automatic favouritism influenced by our background, cultural environment 

and personal experiences, expressed through quick judgments and assessments of 

people and situations. There are a number of approaches to overcoming 

unconscious bias in the workplace. Here we outline two that are relevant to 

employment of refugees and migrants.  

 

Intervention 1: Anonymous or blind applications. A review of the experimental 

evidence of the impact of anonymised job applications finds that anonymous hiring 

can reduce discrimination, but only if discrimination was in fact present (Krause, 

Rinne and Zimmermann, 2012). Anonymous hiring may have no effect if 

discrimination does not exist initially, as it can also prevent employers from applying 

measures such as affirmative action in the first stages of the recruitment process 

(White, 2003). Specific to refugee and migrant populations, applications may be 

interpreted more positively if the identity of the candidate is available. For example, if 

recruiters are aware of an applicant’s migration background, they may be better 

placed to understand the applicant’s labour market experience or language skills. 

The use of anonymous job applications, therefore, crucially depends on the initial 

context of individual organisations. 

 

Intervention 2: Priming values. A UK police force identified a test in their 

application process that appeared to disadvantage minority applicants. With a view 

to increasing diversity, they redesigned the wording that introduced the test. 

Specifically, they added the instruction, “Before you start the test, I'd like you to take 
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some time to think about why you want to be a police constable. For example, what 

is it about being a police constable that means the most to you and your 

community?”. This new instruction primed applicants to reflect on their values and 

their contribution by representing the social identity of their community within the 

police force. The results showed a 50% increase in the probability of passing the test 

for minority applicants in the treatment group, with no effect on other applicants. This 

simple intervention closed the racial gap in the pass rate without lowering the 

recruitment standard or changing the assessment questions (Linos, Reinhard and 

Ruda, 2017). 

 

Education 
The educational needs of refugees are highly varied. Some may arrive with 

very little prior education. Others may be may be highly qualified, but find that their 

qualifications are not recognised. While the specific needs of individuals will be very 

different, two general behaviours appear to promote refugee integration—integration 

into mainstream formal education systems, and engagement in English for Speakers 

of Other Languages (ESOL) classes. 

  

Integration into mainstream formal education 
Quick access to quality education can equip refugees with the skills they need 

to succeed. Education is also an important channel for communicating the values of 

the host country, and supporting engagement with civic life. In short, education is 

central to successful integration (Bodwig, 2015). However, refugees may find 

themselves facing education systems that are complex and unfamiliar. Uncertainties 

surrounding eligibility for services and how to engage with those services can 

become a significant barrier to effective integration. Evidence from service uptake in 

related areas suggests that simplifying enrolment procedures and providing 

enrolment support can overcome this barrier. 

 

Bettinger et al. (2009) examined low uptake of financial aid for college 

enrolment in low- and middle-income families. Those who received professional help 

with the application form were significantly more likely to submit an application, and 

were 8 per cent more likely to enrol in college. However, the simplified form alone did 
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not produce a significant effect (Bettinger et al., 2009). This research indicates that 

individuals, including refugees, may need support that goes beyond classic nudges 

(such as simplifying procedural documents). Extrapolating from this research, 

providing assistance to refugees in engaging with unfamiliar educational systems 

could be an effective and efficient approach to integrating people into mainstream 

formal education. Support for refugees would require broad knowledge of (i) 

educational provision from early years to adult learning, and (ii) eligibility criteria for 

access to these opportunities. 

 

Learning the language of the host country 
Learning the language of the host country is one of the most important 

behaviours for refugees to pursue (British Council, 2016). It is considered a facilitator 

of refugee integration in nearly all measurement tools (Sturm, 2016). Learning the 

host language increases refugees’ ability to engage successfully with public 

services, leading to a range of benefits including better health and wellbeing, 

education and employment, and social and civic integration (Casey Review, 2016). 

All of these benefits rely on adequate funding for language course. In addition, 

behavioural science also highlights a non-structural barrier to engagement with 

language learning. Time discounting refers to the relative value an individual places 

on a given outcome at different points in time (Frederick, Loewenstein and 

O’Donoghue, 2002). In general, immediate rewards are weighted more heavily than 

future rewards, and our preferences are often inconsistent over time (Laibson, 1997). 

Educational decisions illustrate the tension between short- and long-term benefits. 

Short-term investment of time, money, and cognitive resource is required to secure 

longer-term, uncertain payoffs such as more highly paid employment (Cawley & 

Ruhm, 2011). An important consequence of time-inconsistent preferences is that 

individuals may spend resources in the present that their future self would prefer to 

have conserved, despite knowing the same information.  

 

Refugees face many competing demands on their resources. Despite the larger 

longer-term payoffs of language learning, immediate pressures may lead refugees to 

pursue behaviours with smaller short-term payoffs. For example, a highly qualified 

refugee may take up unskilled labour to achieve stability in the near term (Atwell et 
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al, 2009). Although there is little evidence this is based on the refugee population 

specifically, behavioural approaches to increasing engagement with adult learning 

provide some insight. Of particular interest are interventions that exploit social 

drivers of behaviour. Below we provide two examples. 

 

Intervention 1: Study supporters. Hume et al. (2018) asked learners to 

nominate a ‘study supporter’ (e.g. a parent, sibling, mentor or friend) who would 

receive regular updates about the learner’s studies via text. The update would 

encourage the supporter to engage the learner on study progress—for example, a 

recent topic, or revision for an upcoming test. This simple intervention increased 

attendance by 4.1% and attainment by 6%, relative to a control group without study 

supporters. 

 

Intervention 2: Buddy incentives. In a separate intervention, Hume et al. (2018) 

attempted to improve student attendance in Maths and English classes at Children’s 

Centres by (i) providing a financial reward to parents if their children attended class, 

or (ii) randomly pairing each learner with another learner in the class. These 

intervention groups were compared to a control. Learners in each group received 

stamp card to monitor attendance. In the control and financial incentive group, these 

cards were used to monitor individual attendance. In the paired learner group, the 

card was shared between the two learners, and could only be stamped if both 

attended. Both interventions improved attendance compared to the control group. 

However, the buddy incentive, worked particularly well. Attendance increased from 

43.6% to 75.3% in the buddy group. 

 

These findings suggest that social incentives can be used to promote 

engagement in learning. In particular, a social incentive can provide an additional 

immediate reward to language learning and thereby motivate continued 

engagement. Potential interventions could include encouraging refugees to identify 

study supporters to discuss learning progress. Where social networks are not 

established, language learning providers could facilitate their creation by pairing 

each learner with a buddy. Where social networks are already in place,, language 

engagement could benefit from being funnelled through them. In this space too, 

community role models could exemplify continued engagement and help to bring 
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new learners on board. Beyond language learning, we expect that social approaches 

could promote wellbeing and integration more broadly. 

 

 

Conclusion 

In this review we have offered a background and overview of behavioural 

science, outlined how behavioural science principles may apply to refugee and host 

populations, and suggested possible paths towards applying behavioural science to 

refugee integration globally. To illustrate how a behavioural science approach 

functions, we provided specific examples of government aligned interventions in 

education and employment, using principles described in the MINDSPACE and 

EAST frameworks. Although we confine ourselves to education and employment in 

this chapter, the same principles could be applied to other aspects of refugee 

integration, such as housing or health and wellbeing. A useful next step would be to 

carry out a behavioural analysis to determine where progress could be made most 

efficiently. Once intervention areas are identified, implementing changes can be 

quite simple, unlocking disproportionate progress towards successful integration and 

all the benefits that flow from it. 

 

In all of these areas, it is essential that behavioural science interventions be tied 

to rigorous assessments. Randomised Control Trials (RCTs) have been widely 

adopted in the health sector as a means for evaluating medical interventions, and we 

suggest that behavioural science interventions should follow a similar path. 

 

As a final point, we note that the use of nudge without consent has received 

widespread criticism from academics and members of the public. These criticisms 

tend not to concern a specific application (e.g. refugee integration), but rather the 

nature of the intervention itself. Much of the opposition stems from the ethical 

concern that nudging amounts to “manipulating people’s choices” (Mitchell, 2004; 

Bovens, 2009). Indeed, Sunstein & Thaler (2008) seem to subscribe to this view. A 

number of related criticisms have been advanced—that Libertarian Paternalism is an 

oxymoron (Mitchell, 2004), that nudge is merely paternalism in disguise (Vallgarda, 

2012, Burgess, 2012; Furedi, 2011), and that nudging impairs autonomy (Furedi, 
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2011; Bovens, 2009). Of course, nudge interventions are just one tool in the 

behavioural science toolkit. But given the high profile of such critiques, it is important 

to acknowledge that no truly neutral option exists. Consider a doctor discussing the 

risk of a treatment with a patient. The same information might be communicated in 

terms of a 90% survival rate or a 10% death rate, and these different framings will 

result in different rates of treatment uptake. Yet there is no way to abolish framing 

altogether. The doctor is obliged to pick something. This bind applies not only to 

word choice, but to countless other factors that influence each decision. To absorb 

this fact is to recognise that we are all nudgers and are always being nudged, 

whether we like it or not and regardless of anyone’s intentions. Nudges are an 

inescapable feature of any decision-making context. The ethical question is not 

whether to nudge, but in which direction, and in whose interests. 
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