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3. POLICIES TO ENCOURAGE INTEGRATION,

NATURALIZATION AND RETURN OF MIGRANTS 

The successful integration of international migrants is a major challenge for countries of 

destination. Many countries have undertaken initiatives to make it easier for immigrants to 

integrate into the host society, in particular through language training and information campaigns 

that educate immigrants about the life and culture of the host country, as well as through legal 

provisions to ensure non-discrimination and other explicit measures. Most countries have also 

instituted provisions for the naturalization of migrants to allow equal rights and participation in 

the host society. However, the integration process for immigrants is not always smooth, 

particularly in countries where non-nationals, especially their dependants, experience language 

and other cultural barriers, as well as higher unemployment rates than citizens.  

In recent years, policies that address migrant return to countries of origin have received 

greater attention, illustrating the importance of return migration in international migration flows 

at the global level both from the viewpoint of host countries and home countries. This issue is 

closely linked to current discussions on the potential positive role that migrants can play in the 

development of their countries of origin, as well as to the growing number of temporary 

migration programmes adopted in countries of destination, in particular in more developed 

regions (OECD, 2008). 

This chapter presents information on three types of policies aimed at international 

migrants in destination countries: policies on integration of non-nationals, policies on 

naturalization of non-nationals, and policies to facilitate the return of migrants to their home 

countries.  

3.1. PROMOTING THE INTEGRATION OF MIGRANTS

Integration measures in most destination countries fall into two distinct categories: 

multiculturalism and assimilation. While policies within the multiculturalism approach 

encourage migrants to retain their own cultural identity, assimilation policies promote the 

absorption of minority cultures into the majority culture (Borooah and Mangan, 2009). Countries 

of permanent settlement, such as Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the United States of 

America, tend to be inclusionary, making it possible for immigrants to become citizens with full 

rights while maintaining their cultural identities. Others examples are Lithuania and Latvia, 

which have a multiculturalism approach whereby educational programmes have been designed to 

provide the immigrant pupils the option to complete school education in their mother tongue—

Polish, Belorussian or Russian (EACEA, 2009). On the other hand, the Netherlands is an 

example where the policy has shifted from multiculturalism to assimilation by removing mother 

tongue teaching for migrant children and introducing mandatory Dutch language and civic 

integration courses for all immigrants (Entzinger, 2006; Kern, 2011). 
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In 2011, out of a total of 143 countries with available data, Governments of 88 countries 

(62 per cent) had policies aimed at integrating non-nationals, an increase from 44 per cent of 

Governments having such policies in 1996 (table 3.1). In more developed regions, where the 

majority of international migrants reside, 9 out of 10 Governments had policies in place to 

improve the integration of non-nationals, compared with less than half (47 per cent) of 

Governments in less developed regions or less than a third (29 per cent) of least developed 

countries. Between 1996 and 2011, the proportion of Governments with such policies increased 

in both more developed regions (from 79 per cent to 91 per cent) and less developed regions 

(from 30 per cent to 47 per cent) (figure 3.1). In 2011, the proportion of Governments with 

integration policies for immigrants ranged from 39 per cent in Africa and 45 per cent in Asia to 

93 per cent in Europe and 100 per cent Northern America. 

  

Figure 3.1. Governments with policies to integrate 

non-nationals, by level of development, 1996–2011 
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Source: United Nations, World Population Policies Database.  

http://esa.un.org/poppolicy/about_database.aspx/. 

Migrant integration can also be measured along the three sets of fundamental rights: civil, 

social and political (Marshall, 1964). Civil rights generally concern those rights necessary for 

individual freedom, such as freedom of speech, thought and faith. For example, in Spain, until 

2009, the fundamental rights of assembly, demonstration, association, union membership and 

strike were restricted to legal residents. However, since 2009, these rights have been extended to 

all foreigners, including migrants in irregular situation. Social rights involve the right to a 

minimum standard of living and to a fair share in the economic welfare and social security 

benefits. They also include the right to education and the right to health. Political rights refer to 

the right to participate in political and decision-making processes, such as voting in local and 

national elections. In the European Union, for instance, many countries have adopted legislations 

or ratified international agreements that enfranchise non-citizens in local elections, yet most 

Governments continue to restrict suffrage to their citizens (Fabbrini, 2010).  



International Migration Policies: Government Views and Priorities

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs ׀ Population Division 55

Most host countries have granted a minimum set of social and economic rights to foreign 

residents. However, granting political rights, which carry a symbolic meaning in terms of 

sovereignty, is largely reserved for citizens. Despite expansive rights for migrants which serve to 

narrow the gap between citizens and foreigners in many aspects of life, the final stage in the 

acquisition of rights is obtaining naturalized citizenship, which is a key element of integration 

policy.  

3.2. NATURALIZATION POLICIES

Most countries have legal provisions that allow immigrants to become naturalized 

citizens under certain conditions. In some countries, however, conditions for naturalization are 

overly restrictive and disadvantage certain categories of immigrants. Hence, the criteria for 

acquisition of citizenship vary from country to country. Some countries that do not regard 

themselves as countries of immigration tend not to allow foreigners to obtain permanent 

residence or to become naturalized citizens. On the other hand, some countries, notably among 

the OECD countries, have reformed their legislations in recent years to make the requirements 

for naturalization less restrictive. For example, in 2010, Greece lowered the minimum length of 

residence for naturalization from ten years to seven years (OECD, 2012).  

Table 3.2 presents information on the existence of naturalization policies in 2011. 

Countries where naturalization was available to only certain categories of immigrants or where 

the residency requirement was 10 years or longer were categorized as having “more restrictive” 

naturalization policies. In 2011, out of 196 countries considered, 128 countries (65 per cent) had 

“less restrictive” naturalization policies, whereas another 63 countries (32 per cent) allowed 

naturalization under “more restrictive” conditions. Five countries—Kuwait, Lebanon, Myanmar, 

Nauru and the United Arab Emirates—did not allow naturalization under any conditions.  

Naturalization policies were more restrictive in countries in less developed regions than 

in more developed regions. Seventy-eight per cent of Governments in more developed regions 

allowed “less restrictive” acquisition of naturalized citizenship in 2011, compared with 61 per 

cent of Governments in less developed regions and 47 per cent of least developed countries 

(figure 3.2). More restrictive naturalization policies were particularly common in Africa and 

Asia. 
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Figure 3.2 Governments with less restrictive* naturalization  

policies for immigrants, by level of development, 2011 
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* Naturalization policies are considered "less restrictive" when naturalization entitlement is not restricted to certain 
categories of immigrants and when residency requirement is less than 10 years.  

Source: United Nations, World Population Policies Database.  

http://esa.un.org/poppolicy/about_database.aspx/. 

3.3. ENCOURAGING THE RETURN OF MIGRANTS TO THEIR COUNTRIES OF ORIGIN

Some destination countries have instituted programmes to encourage and facilitate the 

return of immigrants to their home countries. These include assisted return programmes and 

schemes to reintegrate return migrants in their countries of origin. Initiatives by Governments to 

facilitate the return of migrants to their home countries may be undertaken only by the 

destination country or they may be part of joint co-development strategies promoted by sending 

and receiving countries.  

In 2011, information on the existence of Government programmes to facilitate the return 

of migrants to their countries of origin was available for only 58 countries worldwide. 

Governments of 40 of the 58 countries with data (69 per cent) had programmes to facilitate the 

return of migrants to their home countries. Out of 40 countries in more developed regions with 

data, 32 (80 per cent) had programmes to facilitate the return of migrants to home countries, 

compared with only 8 (44 per cent) out of 18 countries in less developed regions with data. 

Thirty-one of the 32 countries in more developed regions with such return programmes were in 

Europe (table 3.3).  

Examples of programmes to facilitate return of migrants to home countries include the 

Czech Republic, Japan and Spain. These countries have introduced cash incentives in recent 

years to encourage the return of migrants dealing with the challenges posed by the economic 

downturn. Japan, for example, established a programme providing financial incentives to 

migrants to return to their home countries, covering the period from April 2009 to March 2010. 
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In this programme, about 22,000 migrants participated, the vast majority (93 per cent) of them 

from Brazil. Spain also established a programme called the Plan de Retorno Voluntario in 2008. 

This programme was a “pay-to-go” system that gave unemployment benefits to non-European 

Union citizens who agreed to return to their home countries. However, these programmes are 

believed to have had limited impact (IOM, 2011b). 

Another example is the European Return Fund, which was established by the European 

Parliament and the Council of the European Union as part of the Solidarity and Management of 

Migration Flows programme covering the period 2008–2013. The fund provides resources for 

action at the national or transnational levels, aimed at facilitating voluntary return of foreign 

persons residing in a European Union country who are not under an obligation to leave the 

territory, such as applicants for asylum awaiting a response or refugees enjoying temporary 

protection. It also facilitates voluntary return of migrants without proper documents or in an 

irregular situation (European Union, 2010).  
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Table 3.1. Governments with policies to integrate non-nationals, 1996–2011 

     Yes      No    Total      Yes      No    Total

1996 52 67 119 44 56 100

2005 75 50 125 60 40 100

2011 88 55 143 62 38 100

1996 26 7 33 79 21 100

2005 37 7 44 84 16 100

2011 42 4 46 91 9 100

1996 26 60 86 30 70 100

2005 38 43 81 47 53 100

2011 46 51 97 47 53 100

1996 7 25 32 22 78 100

2005 5 14 19 26 74 100

2011 6 15 21 29 71 100

Year

By level of development

Number of countries Percentage

World

More developed regions

Less developed regions

Least developed countries
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Table 3.1. (Continued) 

     Yes      No    Total      Yes      No    Total

1996 11 27 38 29 71 100

2005 11 14 25 44 56 100

2011 11 17 28 39 61 100

1996 6 19 25 24 76 100

2005 14 17 31 45 55 100

2011 17 21 38 45 55 100

1996 22 6 28 79 21 100

2005 33 6 39 85 15 100

2011 38 3 41 93 7 100

1996 9 13 22 41 59 100

2005 10 13 23 43 57 100

2011 16 12 28 57 43 100

1996 2 0 2 100 0 100

2005 2 0 2 100 0 100

2011 2 0 2 100 0 100

1996 2 2 4 50 50 100

2005 5 0 5 100 0 100

2011 4 2 6 67 33 100

Year

By major area

Number of countries Percentage

 Africa

Asia

Europe

 Latin America and the Caribbean

Northern America

Oceania
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Table 3.2. Governments with naturalization policies for immigrants, 2011 

Yes, less 

restrictive*  

Yes, more 

restrictive No  Total

Yes, less 

restrictive*   

Yes, more 

restrictive No  Total

2011 128 63 5 196 65 32 3 100

2011 38 11 0 49 78 22 0 100

2011 90 52 5 147 61 35 3 100

2011 23 25 1 49 47 51 2 100

2011 29 25 0 54 54 46 0 100

2011 26 17 4 47 55 36 9 100

2011 33 11 0 44 75 25 0 100

2011 28 5 0 33 85 15 0 100

2011 2 0 0 2 100 0 0 100

2011 10 5 1 16 63 31 6 100

Europe

Oceania

 Latin America and the Caribbean

Northern America

Asia

 Africa

Least developed countries

By major area

Year

Number of countries Percentage

World

By level of development

More developed regions

Less developed regions

* Naturalization policies are considered “less restrictive” when naturalization entitlement is not restricted to certain 

categories of immigrants and when residency requirement is less than 10 years.  
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Table 3.3. Governments with programmes to facilitate the return of migrants to their  

home countries, 2011 

Yes No Total Yes No Total

2011 40 18 58 69 31 100

2011 32 8 40 80 20 100

2011 8 10 18 44 56 100

2011 0 1 1 0 100 100

2011 1 1 2 50 50 100

2011 6 7 13 46 54 100

2011 31 6 37 84 16 100

2011 1 2 3 33 67 100

2011 0 0 0 .. .. ..

2011 1 2 3 33 67 100

Europe

Year
Number of countries Percentage

Oceania

 Latin America and the Caribbean

Northern America

Asia

 Africa

Least developed countries

By major area

World

By level of development

More developed regions

Less developed regions


