
Conflict management and change

Newcomers generally face a wide range of psychological,  cognitive and behavioural adaptations
because of the cultural and organizational differences in the receiving country. Their  aspirations
often turn into frustrations, related to the structure of the destination society. The here-below table
lists the main reasons generating frustration and anxiety among newcomers and asylum seekers and
possible managing solutions.

Problem envisaged What can we do?

Living rules in reception centres: each migrant 
has a previous life experience; in several cases they
may have lived on the road, facing all types of 
dangers, without rules or a scheduled timetable. 
Being hosted in a reception centre where default 
schedules and strict rules have to be followed may 
bring them back to the childhood phase and make 
them feel controlled. This may cause a deep 
frustration, which may be underestimated or hardly 
understood by professionals.

Never lose the point of view of migrants. 
We may start by comparing their prior 
situation to the actual one.

Never forget that integration is a difficult 
and painful process, which requires 
commitment but offers many surprises, as 
explained by Danuta, a career counsellor 
working with migrants in Torino (Italy) who
experienced immigration challenges on her 
own skin. 

Lack of clarity about the future: first frustrations 
are caused by the asylum procedure: delays in 
calling the Commissions to decide on the 
protection request presented by migrants is one of 
the biggest difficulties to manage (considerable 
slowdown are faced, from nine months up to two 
years). Even if asylum seekers are granted the right 
to work after a fixed period of time (in Italy it is 
two months) a gap remain between the legal right 
of refugees to take up employment and their 
successful integration in the host country’s labour 
market. Not knowing what will happen to them 
generates an unsecure feeling and a great anxiety as
well.

The best way to limit frustration is to 
manage the whole path with great clarity 
and frankness in saying what can be done 
and what doesn't depend on us. Sometimes 
it is useful to show our limits and declare 
that "we cannot solve all the problems".

Cultural shock: is a set of emotional reactions to a
sudden change which occurs when a person is 
exposed to new cultural stimuli that have little or 
no meaning to them. This can result in 
misunderstanding, increased stress levels and 
cognitive conflicts. Most of them come from 
countries where public administration almost does 
not exists, Consequently they can feel 
overwhelmed by administrative procedures and 

Invest much on cross-cultural 
communication and mutual learning.

Explain them the role of public and private 
spheres in our country. Labs methods can be
used to make them understand concepts 
such as “private” and “public”; fields visits 
and meetings with representatives from 
private and public fields may be organized 
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bureaucracy. So even if they clearly understand the 
need of assessment and recognition of skills, they 
perceive procedures as too complex or 
burdensome; for example a Person who worked as 
a cook or mechanic in Somalia hardly understands 
why he/she cannot do the same work in a European
country.

(e.g. visit to a private supermarket, 
pharmacy, company and to a public 
Hospital, Chamber of Commerce, 
Municipality Hall, etc.).

Absence of social network: in the host country 
migrants suffer from the absence of significant 
people to which they are close to; moreover the 
lack of a social network is also a big obstacle in 
finding a job. Working on constructing social 
networks may either strengthen migrants’ language 
and social skills or foster their access to work. 
Evidence confirms that  this approach is 
particularly successful with Africans, thanks to 
their culture of sociality. 

Actively involve local migrants’ 
associations, which may play an extremely 
strategic role (organization of social and 
cultural events, support in job research).

Involve former-migrants (already settled in 
the country) as mentors accompanying  the 
newcomers during the whole inclusion 
process. They may act as success-case 
mentors, help new migrants solve practical 
problems and easily access to local cultural 
codes. 

Difficulty in managing complexity: Generally 
Africans are more solar than Europeans, despite the
terrible experiences they can carry with them. They
come from a more chaotic but simpler society, 
which make them uncomfortable in managing 
complexity: continuously redefining the rules of the
game may appears destabilizing for them. 

Help them integrate, without changing them
too much. Maybe their most important goal 
is not to become in all aspects similar to a 
native citizen, but just to have a family with 
children and economic sustain. Anyway 
their radiant character should be saved.

The psychiatry advice to work with the 
healthy part in moderation may be useful 
("don't heal them too much because they 
may get lost").

Loss of prior status, profession and possessions: 
migrants may feel confused about their identity and
role in the new country; copying with a possible 
mismatch between their too high expectations 
before migration and the new situation may be 
extremely stressful. Newcomers with higher 
profiles or higher age have higher expectations, 
thus being mostly at risk of frustration. As an 
example the technical skills of a Cameroonian 
graduate in computer science may be considered as 
not adequate enough by European companies, but it
is difficult for him/her to understand why 
businesses are not interested in his/her profile. This
target of persons needs to reshape its new profile 
and its identity as well. Working with them is much
more difficult and the chances of success are lower;
also their learning of L2 results more difficult. 
Instead the paths of younger subjects are much 
faster: they learn the language faster and have less 
problems getting a new identity. 

Explain that “looking for a job is a 
demanding job” for everyone and it is 
normal to feel anxious before a job 
interview or frustrated after an interview 
where the placement goal has been failed.

Invest in job interviews as training 
experience, thus reducing the level of 
anxiety and frustration highlighting that 
“next time it will be better because you will 
be more experienced”.

Use the “lessons learnt” from each 
interview by valorizing and strengthening 
the positive elements and reflecting on areas
of improvement.

Use as much as possible simulations, case-
studies and role playing with subsequent 
group discussions.

Remember that in creating the relation we 
have absolutely to avoid a dependence link 
with migrants and help the person to 
become pro-active as soon as possible.
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Implement the person’s ability to self-
activate and produce changes in one’s life 
requires an empowerment long process 
where the key words are self-esteem, self-
efficacy and self-determination.

Different working rules: aspirations on the labour 
market are often too optimistic, and focused on 
income rather than working conditions.

During the traineeship organize group 
reflection moments in a classroom to 
explain worker rights and duties,  step by 
step avoiding to bombard them with too 
much information at a time when they are 
not so receptive.

Women with children face more difficulties 
in finding a job. We have to think about 
solutions of work-life balance (e.g. baby-
sitting services delivered by mixed groups 
of national citizens and migrants).

Here again the involvement of migrant local
community may be strategic.

Conflicts among migrants: they generally arise in 
the reception centres but also during training 
sessions or laboratories.

Never take solidarity among migrants for 
granted.

When many ethnic groups have to cohabit 
or share training experiences, conflicts may 
arise like in any community made of 
persons without affective links. 

The best way to face conflict is not to 
dramatize it and to analyse specific needs 
and values hiding behinds conflictual 
behaviours.

Resources

 Associazione Centro Astalli, “I get you” Buone pratiche di integrazione di migranti forzati 
attraverso il community building. EU JUST project (JUST/2014/RRAC/AG/BEST/6656)

 OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights, OSCE/ODIHR (2018), Good 
practices in migrant integration: trainer’s manual

 Sauquet M., Vielajus M., ed. Charles Léopold Mayer (2014), L’intelligence interculturelle. 
15 thèmes à explorer pour travailler au contact d’autres cultures.

 Godfried Engbersen, (2003) Spheres of integration: towards a differentiated and reflexive 
ethnic minority policy, in Sackmann R., Peters B., Faist T. (Eds) (2003), Identity and 
Integration: Migrants in Western Europe (chap. 4).

 Watzlawick P., Beavin J.H., Jackson D.D. (1967), Pragmatics of Human Communication.

http://www.centroestero.org
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