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For Europe to become a more inclusive continent, trust needs to be built
within many communities. Intercultural and interreligious dialogue
are important tools for local authorities to foster positive interactions
between majority populations and refugees and migrants. They are also
crucial means for addressing the current wave of populism, hate speech
and discrimination that plague many parts of Europe. While there is no
one-size-fits-all approach to facilitating trustbuilding in Europe, the
process is supported when public authorities engage with refugees and
migrants and see them as an asset and enrichment to their community.
The Network for Dialogue, a pan-European network of faith-based and
secular organizations, religious leaders and scholars working in the field
of migration and religious studies, suggests that existing trust barriers
can be addressed through intercultural and interreligious dialogue. More
inclusive societies can be fostered when local authorities support initiatives that allow for positive interaction in communities with the active
involvement of refugee- and migrant-led organizations. Trustbuilding is
often not adequately considered as part of the process of fostering social
cohesion in the development and implementation of policies. This policy brief presents the case for how and why policymakers should engage
with the issue of trust to strengthen social inclusion in their communities.

2

Network for Dialogue Policy Brief #2 - Building trust through dialogue in local communities

Key recommendations
1

Implement campaigns for the host community to rehumanise refugees and
migrants

2

Institutionalise trainings on intercultural and interreligious dialogue for
public officials

3

Create interfaith bodies to co-design processes for trustbuilding

4

Establish inclusive committees to engage refugees and migrants in
bottom-up dialogue

5

Prioritise joint proposals from refugee- or migrant-led organizations and
other grassroots organizations

6

Develop platforms and mechanisms for sharing promising practices and
recognising achievements

Introduction
Who are the authors of this policy brief?
This policy brief is based on the discussions
of the 2nd European Policy Dialogue Forum
on Refugees and Migrants held online on
3-4 November 2020, organized by the
International Dialogue Centre (KAICIID)
and the Network for Dialogue, and supported by the German Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and the European Commission
Representation in Germany. The three
tracks at the Forum discussed how intercultural and interreligious dialogue are
means to further social inclusion of refugees and migrants in Europe in the areas
of inclusive education, trustbuilding and
changing the, often negative, narrative on
migration. Additional working group meetings with selected experts and members
of the Network for Dialogue further fed
into the development of this brief and its
recommendations.
Who is the intended audience of this brief?
The brief is intended for policymakers at
local, national and European levels across
the continent who are seeking ways to foster social cohesion in local communities
through dialogue.

European countries have a lot of potential to enhance their efforts of
building trust within and between their communities. In the past two
decades, the number of refugees and migrants from diverse backgrounds has strongly increased in all European countries, leading to
more diverse communities in many cases. In recent years, policymakers have perceived the arrival of refugees and migrants as a challenge
as they have attempted to address cross-cutting issues such as providing jobs, healthcare and enhancing access to language education.
In addition, the integration of migrants and refugees that have arrived
during the last two decades has not been viewed as successful by certain groups that are empowered by increasing populism. Quite often
narratives featuring refugees and migrants create a one-dimensional
picture which is predominantly negative (see Network for Dialogue
Policy Brief #3) and results in perceptions of migrants and refugees as
outsiders and potential risks to local cultural identities. In turn, refugees and migrants often receive limited support and only experience
“temporary integration” with many obstacles that are not recognised or
addressed by local or national policymakers.
Many refugees and migrants continue to struggle with problems of
exclusion, racism and discrimination despite living in the host country
for many years and possibly even after obtaining citizenship. Narratives
among host communities continue to evolve around a perceived loss
of their own identity, the need for further assimilation for refugees and
migrants and the incompatibility between the original culture of refugees
and migrants and the host community’s culture. This leads to the question
of how well social inclusion processes have worked for host communities
as well as refugees and migrants. During the COVID-19 pandemic, these
dynamics, relationships and misperceptions have further deteriorated.
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Trust and trustbuilding
What is trust?1
Trust is a feeling. There are certain emotions associated with trust such as friendship, agreement and comfort. Different
ways to define trust include:
1) Being able to predict what other people will do and what situations will occur. When surrounding
oneself with people who are trusted, a safe present and an even better future are created.
2) Having the confidence to engage in an exchange with someone without having full knowledge about
them, their intent and the things they offer.
3) Believing in an equal balance, e.g., that doing something may be repaid in the future, possibly in some
unspecified way at an unspecified time.
How does trustbuilding work?2
For trustbuilding to occur, one needs to start with their own community, which is extended to a wider group. Trustbuilding
is a process that involves at least three different steps. First, trust-willingness is the disposition to work with the Other. This
is followed by trust-responsiveness, when one takes concrete action. While some people are willing to build trust, they are
not necessarily able to respond because of limitations in their context, e.g., their actions might be too controversial. Finally,
someone can be considered trustworthy when both the will and the response are met. As trust is a process that is enhanced
over time, creating spaces of empathy and possibly even solidarity through positive interactions is critical.

1
2

Changingminds.org (n.d.). What is trust? Available at: http://changingminds.org/explanations/trust/what_is_trust.htm
Based on the work of Prof. David Anderson Hooker. https://kroc.nd.edu/faculty-and-staff/david-anderson-hooker/

Enabling more positive interactions, learning from and about each other,
and having the opportunity to be heard can enhance trust and provide the
foundations for deeper relationships.”

Challenges
Today much of the mistrust throughout Europe is linked to ethnic, religious and cultural dimensions and may
involve identity issues which are often polarised and politicised. Evidence from Eurobarometer opinion surveys suggests high levels of public concern about the social integration of refugees and migrants, even among
respondents who are not opposed to immigration. Four key challenges can be identified around Europe:
Limited and distorted knowledge about the Other. Some members of host communities argue that
refugees and migrants are not able to integrate into their communities. However, these assumptions
are often based on little or inaccurate information about refugees and migrants. Some people do not
acknowledge data if it contradicts their chosen narrative which may be based on resentment, humiliation or insecurity about the future. “Facts” (including history) are often framed to support a particular
narrative that does not include or recognise certain minority groups. Many refugee and migrant populations remain invisible or are associated with negative perceptions by the majority population.
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Lack of understanding of the experiences of the Other. Many public authorities over the last years
in Europe have set up good programmes for refugees and migrants – at least on paper. From the municipal to the European level, policymakers often face difficulties in the implementation of initiatives,
programmes and activities or are unable to reach the expected outcomes. Multiple factors negatively
contribute to the implementation gap. Three can be highlighted:
1. The daily realities for public officials often differ from the experiences of refugees and
migrants, and thus they are not sensitised to deal with their concerns.
2. While policies may work for the majority of people, many refugees and migrants face barriers
in even accessing the system, let alone improving it.
3. Many refugee- and migrant-led organizations have difficulties accessing funds in contrast to
more established associations.
Absence of positive interactions. Integration policies often focus on the traditional areas of policy intervention such as education, language, jobs and housing. However, building relationships with refugees and
migrants on the side of government authorities is often neglected, which is reflected by the wider community. With a few exceptions, the space that allows for active encounters between refugees and migrants
with their local host community is limited. Consequently, newcomers are easily alienated while the majority population grows suspicious, and they live side by side without knowing much about each other.
Excluded from decision-making. The voices of many refugee and migrant communities are not heard.
Refugees and migrants are rarely involved in the design of public policy processes and as a result their
needs and interests are not reflected. This exclusion further isolates refugees and migrants from society.

Enabling more positive interactions, learning from and about each other, and having the opportunity to be
heard can enhance trust and provide the foundations for deeper relationships.

Guiding principles on trustbuilding
Building social cohesion requires local communities
to recognise the positive contributions refugees and
migrants can make to their host communities. It is
vital for local communities to know how to engage
with refugees and migrants and to have structures
that support this interaction. Trustbuilding allows for
a two-way integration process between refugees and
migrants and the local host communities.
Trustbuilding is about fostering mutual understanding and creating dialogical spaces where members of the host community can learn about other
religions and cultures, allowing communities to identify with others on an emotional level (see Figure 1).
Through this process, prejudices against newcomers
can be reduced, a stronger sense of belonging and
acceptance can be created and resilience in the community can be strengthened. Intercultural and interreligious dialogue can promote tolerance and mutual
understanding. Interreligious dialogue focuses on
the quality of the interaction, specifically by learning

from each other’s differences. Religious leaders and
faith-based organizations are particularly well placed
to enable such conversations to take place in a safe
space and are often much more aware of their community members’ needs.

Four dimensions of integration
Identification
(emotional)
Interaction
(social)
Positioning
(structural)
Acculturation
(cultural)

FIGURE 1: ICMPD (2019). Breaking the Gridlock.
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Types of trust
Four different types of trust translated into action
Trust can be fostered by policymakers in several ways to strengthen ties in the community. As a practice, trustbuilding
can facilitate a different and more meaningful way of implementing existing policies. In the context of this policy brief, the
following four types of trust have been identified:3
Contractual trust is whether promises are kept, expectations are clear, and community members believe that
they can depend on one another. Contractual trust is strong when people follow through on commitments.
E.g., Publish updates about important projects in local newspapers, community portals or social media.
Communication trust is achieved when policymakers keep communities informed about what they need to
know and when they need to know it. Clear and frequent communication helps people to follow rules and
accept change. On a grassroots level, however, it can also help to only share with the respective person in
order to avoid gossip spreading.
E.g., Carry out respectful meetings even when an issue creates conflict. Seek out a variety of ideas before
making decisions.
Competency trust is built when people are knowledgeable and skilled in what they do, and they are able to show
a proven track record thereof. Trust in competence can also be strengthened by admitting a mistake or expressing
trust in the abilities of others. Trust is reciprocal, which encourages learning and the sharing of knowledge.
E.g., Get training and resources for bureaucrats, community leaders and volunteers. Hire qualified people and
provide mentors to community groups.
Caring trust is the softer side of trust. With genuine acts and words that express concern, caring trust leads
others to believe that no matter what might go wrong, you intend to act in their best interest rather than from
a personal motive.
E.g., Welcome the entire community through a sports or cultural event. Repeated interactions help to sustain trust.

Hoelting, J. (2016). Building trust in communities. University of Minnesota.
Available at: https://extension.umn.edu/vital-connections/building-trust-communities
3

Getting to know about the Other
Local governance structures can provide a foundation
for the trustbuilding process by welcoming refugees
and migrants and recognising them as equal and
active members of the community. Campaigns that
focus on reducing xenophobia and cultural and religious discrimination can reduce the risk of deepening existing stereotypes. Such campaigns are likely to
benefit from a focus on the experiences of people and
their stories – suitable contexts and carefully crafted
policies can help ensure positive encounters.
When community outreach initiatives are carried out, specific needs and concerns can be identified and taken into consideration. The attitudes and
behaviour of public officials can make a difference.
This is rarely addressed in policy but can be encouraged through incentives and training that focus on

developing interreligious and intercultural competencies and skills. This is in line with the EU Action
Plan on Integration and Inclusion 2021-2027 and its
key principles and objectives.
Understanding the lived realities of refugees and
migrants
Trust-willingness can be created through “messengers,” who are people for the community to identify
with. Trust-responsiveness, the second step in the
trustbuilding process, can be supported by involving
community leaders and religious actors who have
strong support in the refugee and migrant communities. Involving community leaders and religious
actors in committees, providing financial support
and showcasing successful examples are important
steps policymakers can take to overcome existing
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barriers. Finally, trustworthiness can be fostered
by encouraging these actions and interactions with
community stakeholders.
Religious leaders typically have better access
to their communities and the legitimacy to change
social norms and uphold human rights. In many
European countries, faith-based groups are already
key stakeholders in the delivery of services for refugees and migrants, and their coordinating role
supports unity. Religious identity can be a peaceful
integrative factor, as long as there is a safe space for
refugees, migrants and host communities to interact
and get to know each other as equals.
Creating opportunities for positive interaction
Trustbuilding involves the recognition of diverse cultures and religions in a society. This diversity should
be actively reflected in policies focusing on issues

such as education, employment and housing. It is
important for refugees, migrants and host communities to understand each other’s daily cultural and religious lives to overcome prejudices and stereotypes.
Constructive opportunities for learning can come
from everyday activities and interaction, such as:
a neighbourhood community centre or public park
special events (e.g., a concert, performance or sporting event)
long-term projects that allow for more profound interaction (e.g., in education or public spaces).

The purpose of the activity needs to be very clear
to avoid misunderstandings and to sustain such
relationships. Investing appropriate time to create
connections with the community can help develop
a sense of belonging and bridge differences of

SUCCESS STORY
Trustbuilding approach of the Center for Cultural Dialogue (CCD) in Sisak, Croatia
One of our activities is focused on trustbuilding in local communities through dialogue by gathering locals, refugees and
migrants at dinners where food is cooked and served in a traditional way by the refugees and migrants themselves. Dinner
hosts have also included local religious leaders in Sisak from the Islamic Community and the Catholic Church in Croatia.
The presence of intercultural and interfaith dialogue during these events improved understanding across different faith
communities. Despite facing different prejudices, in the end, positive interactions were facilitated. Under the slogan “Meet
my food, so you can meet me better,” dinners were filmed and will be part of a campaign against the discrimination of
refugees and migrants. This project has been organised by the Center for Cultural Dialogue (CCD), a Network for Dialogue
member, in cooperation with the Islamic Community in Croatia and with the support of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of
the Republic of Croatia as part of the project “New neighbours – inclusion of people who have been granted international
protection into Croatian society.”
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experience, culture and religion. Building trust should
not be considered a linear process; it takes time and
patience. Public agencies should help obtain sufficient funding for such activities. Additional learning
and inspiration can be provided to other communities by sharing promising practices and recognising
achievements.

More inclusive policies, as measured by the
Migrant Integration Policy Index (MIPEX), counterbalance potentially negative effects of increasing
diversity by strengthening existing and establishing
new networks and partnerships of migrant- and refugee-led organizations and other associations for
mutual learning. Trust in the government is affected
by its ability to deliver services.

Actively participating in decision-making processes
The local level is the main arena where social
inclusion succeeds or fails. To ensure broader
understanding, it is important to develop and institutionalise working partnerships with refugee and
migrant communities and associations in formal
and informal committees, civil society organizations
and local authorities. Religious actors play a bridging
role in this regard to help avoid misunderstandings.

SUCCESS STORY
Initiatives of Change UK’s Sustainable Communities Programme
In an era of broken trust and relationships, IofC UK – a Network for Dialogue member – has engaged with individuals in the
London area to understand and assess the needs and challenges of different communities. We walk and work alongside
refugees and migrants to build trust with each other through a series of structured dialogues. As trusted community leaders,
we invite policymakers to join us in visiting the communities and attending events together. These processes of active listening
and engagement are created to move away from a place of blame and mistrust, to one of collaboration and collective action.
We use this dialogue to feed into new policies, so that they can reflect local level solutions. We co-create documents of
collective concerns but also of collective solutions. When hosting events, we intentionally hold gatherings in spaces where
both parties do not have emotional attachments to enable a free flow of dialogue with clear and objective thinking.
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Recommendations:
There is no ready-made or one-size-fits-all approach to fostering trustbuilding in Europe because the social,
cultural, economic and historical contexts are too diverse. To allow policymakers to adapt them to their own
needs and contexts, the unique characteristics of each situation need to be kept in mind when these general
recommendations are considered. While all the recommendations below are aimed at local policymakers,
national institutions and structures play important roles in supporting local action through providing
guidelines and financial support as well as helping to coordinate local efforts.
The Network for Dialogue recommends that local policymakers implement the following actions:

1

Implement campaigns for the host community to rehumanise refugees and migrants.
Local authorities are encouraged to reach out to the local host community and to address
issues of racism, prejudice and discrimination, particularly against refugees and migrants.
A focus on the human story can help create solidarity and motivate people to take actions
leading to positive change. An important foundation for trustbuilding and positive interactions
is established through community outreach and with the support of refugees and migrants.

2

Institutionalise trainings on intercultural and interreligious dialogue for public officials.
Refugees, migrants and religious actors from the community are often in a good position to
deliver trainings on intercultural and interreligious dialogue. This is important for building
trust in local authorities and governance structures. Public officials should be encouraged to
listen to and learn from competent community members to facilitate trustbuilding with the
wider community.

3

Create interfaith bodies to co-design processes for trustbuilding. Religious actors can
be significant facilitators for building trust within their communities as they can reach many
people in refugee and migrant communities as well as local residents. Local authorities should
encourage different types of collaboration to overcome misunderstandings and build active
relationships. The interfaith element is important to allow for more understanding across faiths.
Establishing a platform is the basis to further engage religious actors in community outreach.

4

Establish inclusive committees to engage refugees and migrants in bottom-up dialogue.
Local authorities are encouraged to establish committees where refugees and migrants are
represented and actively engaged. Ensuring that committees are inclusive will not only help
local authorities understand how cultural and religious minorities perceive public services
but will ensure that policies include the refugee and migrant perspective.

5

Prioritise joint proposals from refugee- or migrant-led organizations and other grassroots
organizations. Local authorities need to clearly signal to civil society actors that creative ways
of bringing communities together are a priority. To support this, procedures for application and
implementation of projects should be simplified. Public agencies are additionally encouraged
to coordinate the way that funding is applied for from different funding agencies and to pool
budget funds from long-term intersectoral European funds (e.g., ESF, ERDF, Erasmus+).

6

Develop platforms and mechanisms for sharing promising practices and recognising
achievements. Local actors involved in integration policies often encounter difficulties in accessing
and exchanging know-how and good practices. Sharing promising practice projects and making
refugee-led and migrant-led organizations more visible can spread local trustbuilding measures to
further improve social cohesion. Local and national awards for particularly innovative approaches
that work are encouraged.
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