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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

This report presents the key results of an expert workshop jointly organized by the Information Society 
Unit at IPTS1 and DG Information Society and Media.  The objective of the workshop was to analyse 
the potential of ICT and social capital for the social and economic integration and participation of 
Immigrants and Ethnic Minorities (IEM).  Based on this analysis, policy recommendations are 
identified to support digital inclusion, which was made a priority in the Riga Ministerial Declaration, 
and to contribute to the preparation of the 2007 eInclusion Communication.  This report presents the 
results of the workshop and additional desk research.   
 
…IEM is not an homogeneous group  
 
Understanding the complex and diverse population of IEM is crucial for the success of fostering a 
culturally diverse Europe.  IEM cannot be treated as an homogeneous group, as their needs and 
conditions vary drastically according to their nationality, culture, length of stay, purpose of migration 
and economic levels, and other factors. It is important that policy makers take into account the 
differences amongst IEM as they illustrate the varying needs and difficulties in the integration process. 
 
...the role of social capital for inclusion of IEM 
 
Addressing cultural diversity through a social capital approach could have a positive influence on IEM 
integration.  Research illustrates that differences in size, composition, structure and multiplicity of 
social support networks have an impact on the level of social integration, structure of social network 
and social support of IEM.  Social network analysis enables better understanding of issues pertaining 
to migration processes, namely the reasons for migration, family regrouping, the formation of 
communities of compatriots, the acculturation process and social integration.  However, relying 
entirely on a social capital approach could lead to the neglect of people who are isolated and 
disconnected from social networks and to understating the importance of also building individual 
capabilities.  
 
…social computing could enable alternative ways and means to integrate IEM  
 
Experts have acknowledged the potential driving force of new technologies to enable alternative ways 
and means to integrate IEM.  Social computing applications may facilitate social relations and thus, 
could act as leverage for social capital.  Their potential for IEM inclusion lies mainly in sustaining 
emotional attachment, enabling employment opportunities and could act as leverage for social 
participation and civic engagement.  
 
Nevertheless, the ease of creating self-serving communities does not necessarily lead to social 
participation. Hence, a distinction should be made between the potential use of these applications and 
their actual use by IEM. Further more, the use of networking facilities of social computing applications 
could also have negative effects which need to be addressed, such as privacy related risks. 

…exploration of selected domains 
 
During the workshop three areas were explored in-depth, namely: take-up and use of online services, 
ICT in education and learning, and ICT for employment and access to capital.  

                                                 
1   Institute for Prospective Technological Studies, one of 7 research institutes that make up the European Commission’s Joint Research Centre. 
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… policy recommendations 
 
The important role of third parties, intermediaries and NGOs should be recognised, and ways to 
support them should be devised to interlink them effectively.  The promotion of good practice projects 
at an EU level, as well as opportunities to strengthen links between host and home countries through 
ICT should be better understood and exploited for the benefit of all the parties involved.  Also, experts 
pointed out the potential role of the EC in ensuring non-conflicting regulation (e.g. on accessibility to 
online services and multi-language digital content provision) and promoting simpler government 
services. 

The need for Europe to clarify its overall immigration policy approach and to endorse cultural 
diversity as an opportunity has been set as a priority by the EC.  ICT, in particular new technological 
innovations, such as social computing present a major chance for Europe to strengthen IEM 
integration, to enhance social inclusion and to exploit technological progress. 
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1  INTRODUCTION  

The widespread diffusion of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) and its integration in 
our everyday lives has become a major characteristic of the European contemporary society.  The 
potential of ICT in promoting an inclusive European information society (including actions towards 
better public services and quality of life) is listed as one of the major goals of the i2010 programme.2  
Ensuring inclusion and participation of all individuals and communities in the emerging European 
information and knowledge society is a major concern.  One of the six priorities set by the Riga 
Ministerial Declaration on digital inclusion – i.e. the promotion of cultural diversity - aims to improve 
the position of Immigrants and Ethnic Minorities (IEM) in terms of social participation, integration, 
creativity and entrepreneurship through ICT.3  Greater employability and productivity of minorities are 
specific targets, for which tailored ICT training and support actions are deemed important. 
 
Cultural diversity is a key European attribute. Embodied in the promotion of uniqueness and plurality 
of different groups and societies, it aims to promote harmonious interaction among different people, 
varied and dynamic cultural identities, respect for different cultures and free expression especially 
from individuals belonging to minority groups.4 Turning diversity into opportunity and preventing it 
from being an obstacle for cooperation, peaceful living and overall socio-economic development is a 
major challenge for Europe.   
 
The increase of immigration inflows to Europe over the past two decades presents important socio-
economic challenges, such as multi-culturalism, racism, unemployment and xenophobia.  The relative 
ease of mobility, due mainly to cheaper and faster transportation and better communications systems, 
has resulted in a diversified IEM population.  Today migration to Europe comes from a wider range of 
countries, for various purposes and for different periods of time.  Also the average education level of 
migrant population is higher than before.5    
 
The significance of social capital for IEM has been demonstrated by various studies. Social capital 
encompasses a wide variety of connections and networks that people maintain with family, friends, 
neighbours, colleagues etc. and the social resources that can underpin, and may be embedded in, these 
ties such as trust, shared identity, shared language, common beliefs, reputation and norms of 
reciprocity.  As an approach embedded in social networks, social capital shifts the policy debate on 
IEM from its current focus on human capital.6  Research suggests a positive link between social capital 
and the enhancement of economic productivity, community development, social reform and social 
inclusion (Zinnbauer, 2006).7  
 
Whilst the relation between social capital and the Internet has been investigated by various studies, 
there is little work which applies the social capital approach to the field of social computing.  Social 
computing refers to Internet applications, which on a basic level integrate networking and socialising.8 
The wide array of social computing applications include new forms of many-to-many communications 
(Orkut; MySpace), sharing of audio-visual material (YouTube; Flickr) or sharing of tags (del.ic.ious; 

                                                 
2  http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/eeurope/i2010/docs/annual_report/2007/comm_final_version_sg/com_2007_0146_en.pdf 
3  http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/events/ict_riga_2006/doc/declaration_riga.pdf 
4  http://www.ohchr.org/english/law/diversity.htm 
5  Data from the European Community Household Panel, a survey from 1994 to 2001, showed that immigrants had a higher level of education than 

natives. On average, 22.5% of immigrants held a higher education degree, against 16.4% for natives. Conversely, only 41.5% of immigrants had less 
than secondary degree vs 50.8% for natives (De Palo, D., et al. (2006). 'The Social Assimilation of Immigrants', IZA DP. No. 2439, Bonn). 

6  Much of the policy debate about integration of IEM tend to focus on the importance of skills, education, language abilities or the need for better 
credentials recognition.  For instance, in Canada it has been noted that notwithstanding the increase of skilled immigrants, the economic performance 
of immigrants is declining.  For further information: OECD. The opportunity and challenge of diversity:  A role for social capital. [Online] 
http://policyresearch.gc.ca/page.asp?pagenm=oecd_synthesis 

7  Zinnbauer, (2006). What can social capital and ICT do for inclusion? IPTS. [Online] http://ipts.jrc.cec.eu.int/publications/pub.cfm?id=1466 
8  Social networking has existed for many years, however, the ability to transpose these two qualities to digital networks have prompted the 

development of various technological applications. Barabasi, A.-L. (2002). Linked: The New Science of Networks. Cambridge, MA: Perseus. 
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digg) amongst others.  These applications have been developed relatively recently and their use has 
grown significantly.9  
 
In the context of cultural diversity, social computing could act as an enabler for social inclusion in 
many ways. When IEM arrive in host countries, they are faced with various challenges, varying from 
finding housing, establishing careers and searching for social support, at a point when they have just 
changed their social networks.  Social computing applications provide new forms of social networking 
and knowledge sharing.  Their potential in building and transforming social networks across space and 
time enables users to expand their social networks and the resources that emerge from these networks, 
hence their potential to enhance social capital.10  They also allow a great deal of free expression and 
interaction amongst users, irrelevant of their background. This might be an effective way of enabling 
and supporting economic and social integration.   
 
In 2003, iSociety presented one of the few studies in this field. It explores notions of social capital, 
social software and the significance of social networks (Davies, 2003: see footnote10).  Since then, 
social computing applications have evolved significantly and their impact on social relations has 
become more influential. This is an opportunity for further exploration, so as to get a better 
understanding of the potential of social computing applications and how they could be useful in 
enabling inclusion and fostering cultural diversity. 
 
To address these challenges and opportunities, the eInclusion Unit of DG Information Society and 
Media (European Commission) and the Information Society Unit at IPTS organised an expert 
workshop on ‘ICT, Social Capital and Cultural Diversity’.  The objective of the workshop was to 
discuss key integration issues for IEM which could be addressed by new ICT applications, so as to 
identify policy recommendations which may support the European Commission in the preparation of 
the 2007 Communication and a 2008 Initiative on these topics.  The workshop was attended by 
twenty-four experts from various fields (see Acknowledgements).  
 
The workshop was based on the assumption that ICT can positively affect social capital. Starting from 
this hypothesis, the experts set out to investigate to what extent new technologies, in particular social 
computing, enhance social capital and act as leverage for integration of IEM.  One of the objectives of 
the workshop was to validate this assumption and to explore new avenues for using ICT and new 
emerging technologies for social capital. 
 
Taking the increased participation of IEM in the European information society as a major objective, 
the experts discussed the following interlinked questions: 

• under which conditions can social capital be used as a lever to counter digital exclusion? How 
could we exploit ICT-enabled opportunities to promote greater socio-economic integration and 
cultural diversity? 

• how can new ICT applications and services, in particular social computing, contribute to 
addressing crucial integration challenges and to supporting creativity and entrepreneurship of 
IEM? 

• which kind of instruments can the European Commission -and particularly DG Information 
Society and Media- mobilise to enhance social capital and its cohesive effects through the use 
of ICT? How should innovation and research agendas be encouraged to respond to the 
considered challenges? How could successful experiences be best replicated? 

 
This report presents the results of the workshop in combination with additional desk research.  
                                                 
9  Pascu, C et Al. (2007). The potential disruptive impact of Internet 2 based technologies. First Monday. [Online] 

http://www.firstmonday.org/issues/issue12_3/pascu/ 
10  Davies, W. (2003).  You Don't Know Me, but …Social Capital and Social Software.  [Online] 

http://www.theworkfoundation.com/Assets/PDFs/you_dontknowme.pdf 
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Method  

The workshop was structured around three sections, each section taking a different methodological 
approach.  In the first session, the significance of social capital for migrants and the potential for social 
computing in fostering cultural diversity was discussed through presentations. The second section 
explored key integration issues and opportunities IEM face in specific domains which could be 
addressed by ICT applications through the use of visionary storylines.  The final section aimed to elicit 
suggestions for policy recommendations.  This report follows the same structure.  
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2  THE DIVERSITY OF IMMIGRANTS AND ETHNIC MINORITIES IN EUROPE
11 

2.1 Introduction  
Mobility of individuals is a major characteristic and a concern of contemporary societies.  Immigrants 
and ethnic minorities are generic terms which encompass a wide range of different social groups and 
conditions,12 whose character and relevance are also constantly changing through time and space. 
Recent international reports allow us to shed some light on IEM diversity, the current situation of IEM 
and the relevance of IEM for economic development:13 

 Currently, there are around three million legal long-term immigrants entering OECD countries 
every year.  

 A sharp increase in immigration has been noted in US, Australia, Canada, Italy and UK.14 
 Spain and Ireland have evolved from countries of emigration to host countries with thriving 
economies.  Spain is now probably the second most important destination country for new 
immigrants in the OECD area after the United States, although the United Kingdom comes 
close.  Malaysia, the Republic of Korea and Thailand are undergoing similar transitions.  
Studies show that emigration has played a decisive role in reinvigorating their economies. 

 Migration is no longer characterised by 'south-to-north', but also by 'south-to-south' migration.   
 Half the increase in the number of migrants in OECD countries is made up of highly skilled 
individuals aged 25 or over. 

 The greater involvement of Asia, Africa and Latin America in global immigration has resulted 
in an increase of cultural diversity, in terms of ethnicity, language, education, income and 
profession, amongst other attributes.  

 The funds migrants send back home, which in 2005 amounted to around $167 billion, are much 
higher than all forms of international aid combined. 

The above points illustrate that immigration is a complex and diverse phenomenon, on the increase, 
relevant in figures and with evolving patterns.   

2.2 Need for a rich definition and clear terminology 
The term 'migrants' is broad and encompasses different types of individuals.  Generically, the term 
refers to people who live temporarily or permanently in a country, which is not the one where they 
were born.  However, according to some states' legislation, people may be migrants even if they were 
born in the country, as in the case of children of migrants.15 European enlargement makes definitions 
even more complex and unstable, since the formal status of Eastern European migrants coming from 
new member states is now different from that of Eastern European migrants from non-member states 
and of non-European migrants.  Nonetheless, many of the conditions they face and their integration 
challenges are substantially similar.    
 
The experts underlined that qualification of the different IEM groups is important for policy making 
and research. The conditions and needs of immigrants and ethnic minorities can be radically different 
                                                 
11  Given their often significantly different needs and conditions, a clear separation between "immigrants" (newly arrived / in settlement) and "ethnic 

minorities" (already settled, often for two or more generations) was also proposed in the workshop. However, the "migration chain" perspective 
highlights the importance to fully consider the interplay which almost always exists between current migration flows and longer-term settlement 
processes.  

12  From a statistical point of view, an important difference is between countries which identify and measure foreign-born nationals, regardless of their 
nationality, and those (like most of the EU ones) which look at citizenship. Since citizenship can be obtained with different requirements in different 
countries and tends to hide who has actually migrated, surveys addressing socio-economic aspects of migration focus increasingly on the foreign 
born.  

13  Most of the figures and comments provided in this section are drawn from: OECD (2006). Integration Migration Outlook. OECD Publishing and 
United Nations (2006). International Migration and Development. [Online]  www.eurasylum.org 

14  Between May 2004 and December 2005, 345,000 new EU Member State citizens have registered to work in the United Kingdom alone.  UK, Ireland 
and Sweden opened their labor market to the 10 new EU accession states already in 2004. Finland, Spain and Italy dropped their restrictions in 2006. 

15  http://portal.unesco.org/shs/en/ev.php-URL_ID=3020&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html 
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and hence, policies and research treating these groups as an homogeneous entity could be misleading.  
Also, it should be taken into account that ethnic minorities are one group of minorities and that other 
minorities, e.g. religious and sexual minorities should be considered as well. The experts also pointed 
out that the distinction between the terms 'immigrants' and 'expatriates' is not always clear.  There are 
times when the terms are used interchangeably and other times when the term ‘expatriates’ is used to 
refer to immigrants coming from richer countries.  This is especially the case with various websites 
dealing with information for immigrants.   

2.3 Key IEM attributes  
 
The prevailing purpose and duration of migration are two key attributes to consider for better 
understanding of IEM diversity and related needs.  

2.3.1 Prevailing purpose of migration 
Which immigration type prevails in a specific time period has crucial consequences for policy setting. 
For instance, comparing a previous period when labour migration was predominant (the 1960s) with 
one when migration consisted more of humanitarian and family migration (the 1990s), one finds that 
labour market integration of immigrants became more difficult in the latter period.16 Beyond the 
changed macro-economic context, a possible reason is that migration for employment is often the 
result of selection processes (by employers or by state-managed mechanisms), which is not the case for 
family reunification or formation and humanitarian migration. The situation also differs across 
countries. In southern Europe, for example, which has seen high inflows of labour migration in recent 
years, the current employment rates of new arrivals are even higher than those of the native-born 
population. 
Family migration (family members who accompany migrating workers or migrate to reunite with other 
family members) is still predominant in the inflows to most OECD countries, even in countries where 
worker entries are now more common than in the past, as is the case in Portugal, Denmark, 
Switzerland and the UK.  However, a renewed interest in migration for employment is visible in many 
countries.  A key driving force of the overall increase in immigration is the increasing need to address 
current or expected labour shortages in a wide range of skilled occupations.  The driving force of 
labour migration is particularly apparent in the new immigration countries, such as Spain and Ireland, 
where immigration is essentially labour-market oriented. Yet, one also observes an increase in work-
related migration in many other countries. 

2.3.2 Temporary migrants  
The European Union has opened many borders between its Member States, with a view to increasing 
and facilitating mobility. Several European countries now have temporary worker migration 
programmes, and the scale and scope of these have been growing over the past decade (temporary 
workers, seasonal workers, working holidaymakers, contract workers).  Other temporary-type 
movements, such as intra-company transfers of managers within multinational enterprises, traineeships 
and cross-border movements linked to provision of services have also become popular.  Moreover, the 
international mobility of students (including mobility supported by EC schemes like Erasmus) also has 
gained momentum in recent years, particularly in New Zealand, Japan, Australia, France and 
Germany.17  

                                                 
16  OECD (2005). Trends in international migration. 2004 Edition. Paris. 
17  OECD (2006). International Migration Outlook. 2006 Edition. Paris. 
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2.3.3  Length of stay  
Integration and social support needs vary considerably between newly-arrived migrants and long-term 
migrants. Studies on the cohorts of immigrants that reached Western Europe before the mid-1990s 
from non EU-15 countries18 have shown that initially, these immigrants (especially immigrant 
females) tend to have lower activity and employment rates than natives, and higher unemployment 
rates. The differences progressively diminish as the length of stay in the country increases and, after 15 
years of residence in the host country, most differences in labour market outcomes between non EU-15 
immigrants and natives have disappeared. 
Also, cheaper and faster modes of transport have facilitated back-and-forth patterns of mobility, which 
have resulted in new forms of migration often referred to as transnationalism.19  A substantial number 
of today's migrants who live and work in one country still consider another country as their home 
countries.  Migration is increasingly becoming an ongoing movement.  Despite great distances and 
international borders, certain kinds of relationships have become globally intensified.   

2.4 Conclusions 

Over the past few years, major changes in immigration processes can be noted.  Although family 
migration is still a predominant reason for migration, a renewed interest in migration for employment 
is also noted.  Temporary migration is considered to be one of the major factors contributing to the 
overall increase in migration level.  Immigrants entering Europe are becoming more diverse, bringing 
with them different languages, cultures and religions.  In the face of these changes, the workshop 
emphasised the need for Europe to clarify its overall immigration policy approach and to endorse 
cultural diversity as an opportunity.   

                                                 
18  Peracchi, F. and Depalo, D. (2006). 'Labor market outcomes of natives and immigrants: Evidence from the ECHP'. Paper presented at the seminar on 

The economic integration of immigrants OECD, Paris 29 May. 
19  Vortovec, S. (1999). Conceiving and researching Transnationalism. Ethnic and Racial Studies, Vol. 22, 2. [Online]. 

http://www.transcomm.ox.ac.uk/working%20papers/conceiving.PDF 
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3  THE ROLE OF SOCIAL CAPITAL FOR INCLUSION OF IEM 

3.1 What is social capital? 
Social capital encompasses a wide variety of connections and networks that people maintain with 
family, friends, neighbours, colleagues etc. and the social resources that can underpin, and may be 
embedded in, these ties such as trust, shared identity, shared language, common beliefs, reputation and 
norms of reciprocity. These resources make it easier for people to work and live together and it has 
been demonstrated that they play a beneficial role for health, education, public participation and the 
realization of economic opportunities. Research shows that social capital can be a very important 
factor in the life of IEM and the communities where they live.  It has therefore been studied 
extensively. 
 
Over the past few years, social capital has also evolved into an important objective and cross-cutting 
policy tool for addressing some of the root causes of social disparities. Adopting a social capital 
approach leads us to look at the individual, at his/her problems and the available opportunities, not as 
an isolated entity, but within the social context where the person lives. This also directs attention to the 
various bottom-up networks and associations which are powerful allies in reaching out to people at 
risk of exclusion.  Such networks offer complementary mechanisms through which public goods can 
be provided and inclusion initiatives delivered - for example: charity work, counselling and training 
programmes, research, awareness-raising, and support to grass-roots and self-help initiatives. 
 
There is an important distinction, for the purpose of inclusion between: 

• bonding social capital: tight, strong ties with the most immediate family members, closest 
friends and within closely-knit communities of like-minded people that are bound together by 
common features that they regard as fundamental to their identity, such as ethnicity or deep 
religious beliefs; 

• bridging social capital: rather looser, less committed connections to acquaintances, colleagues, 
and far-flung, weaker ties between rather diverse communities (see footnote 7).  

3.2 Social capital: a key resource for IEM integration  
 
The relevance of undertaking a social capital approach to address and understand cultural diversity was 
confirmed at the workshop.  According to Maya Jariego,20 the use of social network analysis to study 
international migration enables a better understanding of changes in social integration, in the structure 
of the social network and in the support functions that result from them. Social network analysis 
illustrates that the needs and support required for psychological adaptation and social integration vary 
across different levels of chain migration.21  Social networks allow researchers to identify patterns of 
interaction between displaced individuals.  These networks are important as they often influence the 
decision for immigrants to migrate.  They also influence family regrouping, the formation of 
communities of compatriots, the acculturation process and social integration.   
 
Similarly, differences in size, composition, structure and multiplicity of social support networks have 
great influence on the level of immigrants’ social integration, the structure of their social networks, 
and their social support.  For instance, first time immigrants, generally referred to as first generation 
migrants, find it harder to integrate as they have no social ties with the host society, or very few.  This 
makes them 'network pioneers'.  On the other hand, the relatives and friends of the same migrants tend 
to find the migration process a bit easier due to 'economies of networks'.   
                                                 
20  Maya Jariego, I. (2006). Web of compatriots: Relationship networks among immigrants.  In Pérez Pont, J. L. (Ed.) Geografías del desorden.  

Migración, alteridad y nueva esfera social, 651-665.  Universidad de Valencia: Valencia.  
21  Chain migration refers to: "displacement and relocation processes of networks that involve relatives, friends and acquaintances.  Chain have a bearing 

on the decisions that are made before undertaking international travel and on the subsequent settlement process" (See footnote 20). 
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During the workshop, various examples were provided of the importance of social networks in the 
migratory process for finding jobs, accommodation and psychological support, for example.  The 
following sections illustrate the main points highlighted during the workshop. 
 
3.2.1 The importance of social ties 
 
The size and composition of IEM's social communities change during the migration lifecycle.  As 
mentioned before, these are important indicators of IEM integration and also determining factors of 
inclusion dynamics.  Following migration, ties with people from the country of origin, with whom 
immigrants remain in contact are often transformed in latent ties and reorganisation in the distribution 
of support functions is often noted. At the beginning of their trips, immigrants tend to belong to very 
dynamic communities.  As they settle down, support functions change and, increasingly, the behaviour 
of immigrant groups becomes more similar to mainstream groups.  Indeed, it has been noted that the 
size and the organisation of IEM communities are important factors which determine the structure of 
opportunities in establishing new contacts.  In addition, the way families regroup themselves may also 
condition the distribution of support functions.   
 
The partial loss of social capital through migration and its reconstruction when settling in the new 
country have an impact and influence on various IEM decisions.  It is often the case, that migrants rely 
on their social ties when deciding whether they will migrate or not, which country to choose, and how 
to go about adapting to and integrating into their host country.  These ties enable the adaptation 
process but also tend to limit other opportunities that immigrants could find in the host countries 
through other contacts outside their immediate circles.  Such opportunities could vary from 
employment to participating in a football club.  The resources second generation migrants are able to 
access are often the resources their pioneers have already established access to.  
 
3.2.2 Social networks for employment  
 
Estimates by the U.S. Department of Labour show that 70 - 80% of jobs in the US are found through 
networking (including contacting potential employers directly).22  These ties, or ‘network capital’, 
refer to the interpersonal links used by individuals to find jobs.  Research carried out in Canada shows 
that substantial differences exist between intra-ethnic or inter-ethnic ties in job searches. This is 
significantly conditioned by the availability of the ties in IEMs' social networks.  This work illustrates 
that the availability of intra/inter-ethnic ties depend on the socio-demographic and socio-economic 
characteristics of job.23   
 
Professional networks are important for collaborative work, innovation and information flows, which 
have been found to raise productivity.24  Also, trust, social norms of fairness and good faith, which 
cannot be guaranteed by laws and regulations alone, are indispensable for the efficiency of a market 
economy (See footnote 7).  
 
3.2.3 Bridging and bonding social capital  
 
Experts pointed to the need to consider the different roles of bonding and bridging capital for IEM. For 
IEM, bonding social capital expresses itself in the form of vital resources to provide a sense of identity 
and belonging, as well as practical support networks for everyday life. Bonding social capital is 

                                                 
22  Stoneman, P. (2005). Presentation on Employment Topic. SOCQUIT Results Conference, Paris, 29-30 September 2005. 
23  Ooka, E & Wellman, B. (2003). Does Social Capital pay off more within or between ethnic groups? Analyzing job searches in five Toronto ethnic 

groups. [Online] http://www.chass.utoronto.ca/~wellman/publications/ethnic14a/ethnic17 
24  Granovetter, M. (1985). 'Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem of Embeddedness'.  In American Journal of Sociology. Vol. 85. pp. 

489-515;  
Bowles, S. and Gintis, H. (2002). 'Social Capital and Community Governance'. In Economic Journal, Vol. 112. pp. 419-436;  
Sabatini, F (2005). 'Does Social Capital Improve Labour Productivity in Small and Medium Enterprises?'. Working Paper No. 92, Rome: Universitá 
degli Studi di Roma. 
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acknowledged to be very important especially in the early stages of migration and settlement, but there 
is a risk that segmented enclaves are created which, ultimately, have a negative effect on the process of 
integration in the host country. Bridging social capital, however, creates genuine (albeit often weaker) 
links between diverse communities, which are necessary for integration in the context of multi-cultural 
societies.  
Research from SOCQUIT25 shows that migrants, especially in the first generation, develop less 
bridging social capital (measured here in terms of involvement in voluntary associations) than non-
migrants. As regards bonding capital, however, they socialise as intensively as do non-migrants in 
most of the EU countries. Similar conclusions are reached by De Palo et al,26 who found that migrants 
(particularly those from non-EU origins) are at a disadvantage in terms of social relations as they tend 
to socialize less than natives.  Nonetheless, the same immigrants tend to catch up with natives, albeit 
quite slowly (after more than 15 years). 

3.3  Limitations of a social capital approach  
Experts at the workshop recognised the potential a social capital approach could have for IEM 
inclusion.  However, they also drew attention to some limiting factors related to this approach: 

- A social capital approach could be useful in policy-making for IEM inclusion, but if it is 
taken as the only approach, it can be limiting.  Other categories of social science research, 
such as social cohesion, greater integration of IEM and greater contribution of IEM to 
economic and social life should also be taken into consideration.   

- It was pointed out that social gatekeepers (who normally exist and operate where bonding 
social capital is strong) can have a "regressive" impact on ethnic community development 
and broader integration.27  

- Conflicting social dynamics both within and outside one's community are often not taken 
into account.  

- As social capital is based on social networks, the probability of neglecting people that are 
isolated and "disconnected" from social networks is high.   

 
Experts pointed out that these aspects tend to be obscured or forgotten in a social networking / social 
capital analysis because it has a tendency to emphasise the positive nature of social networks.  

                                                 
25  Heres, J. (ed) (2006) Conclusions and recommendations report.  SOCQUIT Deliverable 14. SOCQUIT project (Social Capital, Quality of Life and 

Information Society Technologies) was funded under the FP6 IST programme. [Online] http://www.eurescom.de/socquit/ 
26  De Palo, D., et al. (2006). The Social Assimilation of Immigrants, IZA DP. No. 2439, Bonn. 
27  Examples were given of religious extremists regulating the secularization of community members or traditionalists sanctioning sex and drugs 

behaviours in South Asian communities in London. 
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4  THE POTENTIAL OF SOCIAL COMPUTING FOR CULTURAL DIVERSITY   

The impact of technology innovations on society and its economy must be recognised in Europe's 
efforts to formulate effective policies for the integration of IEM.  Experts have acknowledged the 
potential new technologies, such as social computing, have for enabling alternative ways and means to 
integrate IEM.  In the next section, we explore what social computing is and its potential for IEM 
inclusion.  
 
4.1 What is social computing? 
 
Social computing is a broad phenomenon and there have been various attempts to define it.28 It is a 
term coined to describe software which supports social interaction and communication.  In essence, it 
refers to ICT applications, which, on a basic level, integrate socializing and networking (specific 
functionalities are discussed below in section 4.3).  As explored by Barabasi (2002),29 social 
networking has existed for many years, however, the ability to transpose these two qualities to digital 
networks has prompted the development of various applications. Users conversant with these 
technologies continuously explore and discover new ways and means of establishing and maintaining 
social relationships and of sharing of knowledge and information.   
 
For the purposes of this study, we propose the following working definition of social computing: 

"an intermediary tool for social and collaborative communication, which facilitates social 
networking and multimedia interaction amongst individuals, beyond institutional intervention, 
on a scale as never imagined". 
 

An important factor which has contributed towards the success and popularity of social computing 
applications and which has pushed us to consider these applications in the context of inclusion is their 
growing accessibility, both in terms of ease-of-use, and financial value (in most European countries, 
access to Internet is affordable by a high percentage of the population).  Equally important is that these 
applications also encourage bottom-up social networks which could be a powerful means of reaching 
people at risk of exclusion.   
 
It is important to highlight that this section does not claim that social computing will resolve the 
complex IEM processes of integration.  However, as a priority in promoting an inclusive Information 
Society, the role of ICT cannot be studied in its entirety, if the potential and prospective impacts of 
new technologies are not taken into consideration. Beyond social computing, which is addressed 
below, mobile phones and mobile-based services were also mentioned by the experts as relevant ICT 
already much used and potentially very beneficial especially for immigrants.   

                                                 
28  As early as 1994, the Communications of the ACM Journal dedicated an edition on social computing.  Schuler (1994) described social computing as 

"any type of computing applications in which software services act as an intermediary or a focus for social relations".  Recent definitions include the 
one offered by the IBM Social Computing Group, which describes social computing as "systems which support the gathering, representation, 
processing and dissemination of social information, that is, information which is distributed across social collectives such as teams, communities, 
organizations, cohorts and markets". Forrester Research (2006) describes social computing as "easy connections brought about by cheap devices, 
modular content, and shared computing resources …Individuals increasingly take cues from one another rather than from institutional sources like 
corporations, media outlets, religions and political bodies".  As these definitions illustrate, the understanding of social computing goes beyond simple 
references to computing systems.  It is more of a phenomenon which is broad and which has shifted from being an intermediary for social relations 
and dissemination of social information to becoming a way to facilitate social and collaborative interactions, whereby the social human intervention 
plays a fundamental role.  (Schuler, D. (1994). Social computing. Communications of the ACM (37) 1, p. 29; IBM Social Computing Group: 
http://researchweb.watson.ibm.com/SocialComputing/SCGFAQs.htm;  
Forrester Research (2006) http://www.forrester.com/Research/Document/Excerpt/0,7211,38772,00.html;  

29  Barabasi, A.L. (2002). Linked: The New Science of Networks.  Cambridge, MA: Perseus 
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4.2 The bridging and bonding potential of ICT  
 
Literature about social capital and the Internet clearly demonstrates an ongoing debate about whether 
the Internet increases or decreases social capital in societies.  One view suggests that the lack of face-
to-face communication inherent to Internet communication decreases social capital, as the trust 
characteristic of geographically local networks is difficult to create and maintain on the Internet.30  
Other views suggest that because the Internet facilitates new ways of communication and social 
contact, it can thus build and transform social capital.31  It is argued that as social connections become 
increasing intertwined with the Internet and geographic communities evolve into networked 
communities, ICT could enable social capital and civic engagement.  
 
ICT networking tools appear to amplify the bonding effect, by helping to strengthen internal 
community bonds and by helping people to stay in touch with their countries of origin, rather than 
weaving social networks across ethnic boundaries. While supporting bonding social capital is in itself 
positive, it has also raised concerns. Supporting ethnic self-help and the self-organisation of migrants 
can probably ease the inclusion process into an Information Society for all in the long run, although at 
first it might slow it down (see footnote 25). For this reason, specific parallel actions to promote open 
mainstream voluntary associations for cultural diversity are recommended, in order to create a balance 
between bonding and bridging capital of migrants and hence facilitate their inclusion. 
 
It has been observed, however, that the bonding-boosting effect of ICT tends to diminish (at least in 
relative importance) over time and that it may hide intra-ethnic community or identity-building 
processes which are preliminary and should be 'opened up' to other groups.32  It is often forgotten that 
ethnic communities (especially when their size increases), besides showing strong cultural and identity 
traits, also tend to develop their internal differentiation by gender, generation, language, sexual 
orientation and other factors. Connecting first with one's peers within the same ethnic group is often 
easier and brings the confidence, support and other resources which allow then to bridge to other 
communities. 
 
Useful examples of ICT initiatives which address the needs of IEM and try to promote greater 
inclusion are: 

• Maghreb.nl is a highly interactive website that provides an online space for young people of 
Moroccan origin living in the Netherlands to socialize, discuss and share information; 

• Melting Pot Europe project in Italy provides news and anti-discrimination resources on citizens' 
rights and advocacy for immigrant communities in several languages; 

4.3 The potential of social computing for inclusion of IEM   
The phenomenon of social computing is relatively new. It is therefore still difficult to gauge its impact 
on everyday life communication and even more so, on the way it could enable inclusion.  The 
popularity of social computing sites has prompted various debates. Work carried out by IPTS indicates 
that it has the capacity and force to disrupt existing social and economic relations and thus have major 
impacts on society (see footnote 9).   

                                                 
30  Putman, R. D. (2000).  Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American community.  New York: Simon & Schuster.  
31  Wellman, B & Gulia, M. (1999). Virtual Communities as Communities: Net Surfers Don’t Ride Alone. [Online] 

http://www.chass.utoronto.ca/~wellman/publications/netsurfers/netsurfers.pdf 
Wellman, B., Haase, A. Q., et al. (2001). Does the Internet increase, decrease, or supplement social capital? Social networks, participation and 
community commitment. American Behavioral Scientist (45) 3, p. 436 – 455. 
van Bavel, R., Punie, Y. & Tuomi, I. (2004). ICT-Enabled Changes in Social Capital. The IPTS Report, Special issue: Building the Information 
Society in Europe: the contribution of socio-economic research, Issue 85, June 2004, 28-32.  [Online] www.jrc.es 
Scott, J. K. & Johnson, T. G. (2005). Bowling alone but online together: Social capital in e-communities. Journal of the Community Development 
Society (36) 1. 
Best, S. J. & Krueger, B. S. (2006). Online interactions and social capital: Distinguishing between new and existing ties.  Social Science Computer 
Review (24) 4. 

32  Parker, D. and Song, M. (2006). Ethnicity, Social Capital and the Internet: British Chinese websites. Ethnicities, Vol 6(2), p.178-202. 
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Experts at the workshop acknowledged the potential and relevance of social computing for inclusion.  
They agreed that social computing applications may facilitate social relations and thus, could act as 
leverage for social capital.  It has been acknowledged that networking sites and ICT use may facilitate 
the deployment of more contacts, extension of personal networks and weak ties.  More often than not, 
the relations created online tend to be weaker than those of physical close-knit communities.  
Nonetheless, recent studies show that virtual ties are becoming as significant as 'real' life ones, 
reflecting community ties which are intermittent, specialised and varying in strength (Wellman & 
Gulia, 1999).33  Such weak links are evolving into new forms of social capital bridging. 
 
Research illustrates that repeated exchanges between people over time are significant in enhancing 
social capital.  This depends on regular exchanges of advice, favours and information, etc.34  Much of 
what is shared through social computing sites amongst young people may appear to have no relevance 
to social capital, as it often revolves around friends, fashion and music.  However, the increasing 
dependency on such friends could also become a significant link when a job opportunity, ethnic 
identity support or help during an exam are needed.  
 
Experts also highlighted some concerns about the use of social computing applications in immigrant 
integration processes.  The ease with which self-serving communities can be created does not 
necessarily lead to social participation. Hence, a distinction should be made between the potential use 
of these applications and their actual use by IEM.  It has also been pointed out that the networking 
facilities of social computing applications could be used to support extremism and other negative 
social behaviour, such as the mobilisation of riots and terrorism.  In some cases, privacy concerns 
might also limit IEM's disclosure of basic information required by social computing applications. 
 
The wide array of social computing applications will be discussed through a categorization of their 
potential use amongst IEM, as displayed in Diagram 1. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
33  Wellman, B & Gulia, M. (1999). Virtual Communities as Communities: Net Surfers Don’t Ride Alone. [Online] 

http://www.chass.utoronto.ca/~wellman/publications/netsurfers/netsurfers.pdf 
34  Briggs, X. S. (1997). Social capital and the cities: Advice to change agents. [Online] http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/saguaro/pdfs/SKandCities.pdf 
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DIAGRAM 1: Key features of Social Computing for Inclusion of IEM 
 

 
-> Social computing as a new means of self-exposure and identity  
 

The provision of various levels of interaction and participation between users make these applications 
more technologically advanced than previous online solutions.  Sites like MySpace, Friendster, Hi5 
and Facebook offer various interactive applications, like comments, tags or forums, through which 
users can communicate, share, socialize, network, hang out and present themselves to their peers.  
 
A study by Pew Internet (2006) illustrates that these spaces serve as an important personal identity 
development tool for youngsters.35  For many teenagers in the US, these sites reflect the primary shift 
young people experience from relationships with their parents to relationships with their friends.  The 
basic level of entry into most social computing sites is the setting up of a 'profile': a personalised page  
developed by users on which they present themselves to their peers, through text, photos, music and 
videos amongst others functionalities.  Similar to other fashion fads, profiles are a way for users, 
especially teenagers, to play with their identities, in order to receive peer acceptance.36  These sites, 
albeit on a very basic level, seem more like online galleries set up and managed by individual users.  
However, the underlying significance of some sites for social identity is important.   
 
Social identity and peer validation can become highly complicated because of the migration process 
itself.  In a context, where language or physical attributes differentiate one from the rest of the 
population, peer validation may be complex. Participation in online applications, where physical 
attributes can be bypassed can serve as leverage for participation in social networks.    
 

                                                 
35  http://www.pewinternet.org/PPF/r/77/presentation_display.asp 
36  Boyd, D. (2006). Identity production in a networked culture: Why youth heart MySpace.  American Association for the Advancement of Science. 

[Online]: http://www.danah.org/papers/AAAS2006.html 
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Also, facilities to initiate self-organised collective communities could be a way for IEM to come 
together to construct identities through which they could challenge their marginalised status.37  
 

-> Social Computing as a media channel for user empowerment   
 

The experts highlighted the potential of social computing applications in fostering user empowerment. 
Whereas before, media content was designed in a top-down process, which allowed few opportunities 
for audience intervention, except for features like letters to the editor in newspapers and phone-ins in 
television and radio, today a lot of Internet media content is user-generated.  Facilities to publish or 
edit text (blogs, wikis), upload and share images (Flickr) or audio-visual content (YouTube) and share 
information resources such as bookmarks (del.icio.us, ) irrelevant of computing language expertise 
(such html, xml etc)38 are altering basic concepts of media audiences, and shifting interaction from 
consumption to participation.  
During the workshop, it was suggested that the IEM integration debate should take into consideration 
the full spectrum of media.  For instance in the Netherlands, immigrants felt they were not well-
represented by mainstream television.  The need to publish their own news led to a web publishing 
project, which created bonding within the communities and also bridging with the Dutch Government 
and native communities.   

Possibilities to share and exchange photos or audio-visual material could be highly significant in 
creating and maintaining social relations with family and friends in home countries. These sites 
provide various opportunities for IEM to both produce and consume media content, which is 
embedded in their own cultures.  This shows the huge potential of these applications in providing 
media space for representation for difference cultures.  This is possible as a result of low entry barriers.  
As communication means increase and applications like social computing applications provide new 
forms of interaction, the need for further in-depth research was emphasized during the workshop.  The 
versatile nature of these applications also means that research should address different aspects of their 
potential in empowering IEM and the real needs of IEM should be captured. The need for both 
quantitative and qualitative data which can be compared across countries, nationalities and age groups 
was highlighted. The experts also pointed out that research is required to identify how governments 
can use social computing applications and how they can play a role in promoting the positive 
implications of these applications through their policies. 

 
-> Social computing strengthens and expands online relations 
 

The increasing activity on social computing sites is significant because it gives an indication that 
online social relations are becoming more and more important especially in the lives of young people.  
As the networks grow and the opportunities to have as many friends as one likes becomes broader, the 
significance of online relations in young people's lives is growing.  The "full-time always-on" strategy 
has become a critical element in young people's lives (see footnote 36).  
 
A study carried out in 2003 (amongst US citizens aged between 18-64) demonstrates that more time 
spent on the Internet is less time spent with friends, family and colleagues.39  The study emphasizes 
that this does not mean that face-to-face interpersonal relationships will disappear, but rather that time 
spent online involves a trade-off of face-to-face social interactions.  The increasing significance of 

                                                 
37  Campbell, C. & McLean, C. (2002). Ethnic identities, social capital and health inequalities: Factors shaping African-Caribbean participation in 

local community networks. [Online] http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/181/01/ethnic_identities.pdf 
38  On the other hand, a good number of pages on MySpace do not satisfy the criteria valid for HTML or CSS as set by the W3C standards 

(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Myspace). 
39  Nie, N. H., Hillygus, D. S. & Erbring, L. (2003). Internet Use, Interpersonal Relations and Sociability: A Time Diary Study. In The Internet in 

Everyday Life, edited by Wellman and Haythornthwaite. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers. [Online] 
http://www.people.fas.harvard.edu/~hillygus/Wellmanchapter.pdf 
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online social relations in everyday communication is an indication that these relations cannot be 
underestimated. 
 
Connectivity factors that allow users to expand their social ties constitute an important innovative 
aspect of social computing applications.  Interactive facilities offered through these sites, such as tags, 
common friends and groups provide various ways users can connect with each other across space and 
time.  For instance, through applications such as Facebook, users can link to other users who went to 
the same colleges, who are of the same nationality or who live in the same neighbourhood.  It enables 
different ways of keeping people who are in different locations in touch, while also providing ways 
and means of linking with local communities.   
During the workshop, the experts questioned whether the impact of these applications is only 
applicable to young people and how such applications are affecting social relations amongst IEM 
communities.  It was also suggested that caution and deeper analysis is needed to understand the extent 
to which users are ready to become more sociable at the price of greater self-exposure. 
 

-> Social computing could enable reciprocity exchanges  
 

The degree to which users will adopt the Internet is found to be highly dependent on how willing they 
are to trust other users, especially in the context of greater anonymity and possibilities for exploitation 
associated with the Internet.40  In the absence of face-to-face interaction, a great deal of non-verbal 
communication data is lost and hence, trust becomes a significant issue.   
 
Networking facilities, characteristic of most social computing applications, offer various ways for 
intermediaries to provide the missing link between strangers.41  On sites like LinkedIn, users can 
mutually introduce their trusted contacts to each other.  As the objective of such business sites is to 
allow users to maintain a list of contacts they know with whom they are likely to do business, the 
provision of a connection between two users through an intermediary can be significant, especially 
because this site in particular grants membership only to friends of friends.  
 
However, as one expert pointed out, research shows that trust is dependent on the length of the 
contacts chain and thus, the trust-building potential of weak links is more likely to be reduced rather 
than consolidated.  As trust plays a major role in social networking, participants pointed out that 
examining how it will affect the evolution of social computing applications could be useful.  One 
possible scenario put forward at the workshop suggested that social computing applications and peer-
to-peer networks would evolve into closed communities.  Smaller social communities tend to benefit 
more from higher levels of trust and mutual support than bigger networks.  As opposed to large 
networks, small networks are generally based on stronger ties or bonding social capital  between long-
standing friends and family who regularly depend on each other in times of need and who do favours 
knowing they will be reciprocated.42 
 

> Social computing enables sharing of content   
 

Technological progress in the field of social computing provides new ways of sharing information and 
hence, in many ways, it contributes to the way learning processes in our societies change.43 As social 
computing applications become easier to use and users becomes more conversant with such 
technologies, new data-sharing platforms compete with the traditional ones.  For instance, the 

                                                 
40  Huang, H., Keser, C., Leland, J. & Shachat, J. (2003). Trust, the Internet and the Digital Divide, 42 (3). [Online]: 

http://www.research.ibm.com/journal/sj/423/huang.pdf 
41  Burt, R. S. (2000). Bandwidth and Echo: Trust, Information and Gossip in Social Networks. [Online] 

http://faculty.chicagogsb.edu/ronald.burt/research/B&E.pdf 
42  Davies, W. (2003).  You Don't Know Me, but …Social Capital and Social Software.  [Online] 

http://www.theworkfoundation.com/Assets/PDFs/you_dontknowme.pdf 
43  Punie, Y. (2007), Learning spaces: An ICT-enabled model of future learning in the Knowledge-based Society, European Journal of Education, Vol 

42, Issue 2, pp. 185-199. 
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proliferation and use of blogs are evidence of such changing trends.  The bottom-up approach taken in 
the use of such applications proliferates new ways of sharing information and learning.     
The interactive nature of blogs is also an instrument for participatory capital.  Blogging is unique in 
that it thrives on social networking, collaboration and freedom of expression.  Combining elements of 
a personal homepage with the interactivity of many-to-many communication, blogs have given rise to 
new forms of online communities.  Such information outlets could be useful in obtaining information 
about current political events, perspectives on social issues and day-to-day aspects, such as where to 
obtain an electronic application for a banking service 
The collective knowledge, capability and resources gathered on social computing sites through broad 
networks of participants provides various opportunities for collaboration amongst globally dispersed 
individuals.  One of the most successful projects in this respect is Wikipedia: a free online 
encyclopaedia, which allows users – even those with divergent perspectives – to post information on a 
subject and edit the text, arriving collaboratively at a definition.  Social computing sites like Care2 are 
also often used for the formation of communities, organisations or groups who work for similar goals.  
They provide platforms where individuals can initiate and maintain organisations, through which 
meaningful connections can be established amongst users, institutions and political systems.  Such 
creative ways of appropriating these spaces reflect contemporary forms of civic engagement.  They are 
spaces through which IEM could communicate, share information, organise events and participate in 
social events which are meaningful to them 
Experts pointed out that more attention should be paid to such user-driven social practices. 
Experiences with simple technologies in developing countries, which could also be relevant for Europe 
should be taken into account, as various lessons can be learnt, especially in terms of policy 
formulation.  

-> Social computing supports collaboration   

Research indicates that community support, expectation and involvement have a positive impact on the 
educational achievements of IEM youths.  The potential of social computing applications to pool 
together the knowledge of geographically-dispersed individuals and provide various interactive 
functions could be a way of enabling education and consolidating social support for IEM youngsters.  
Wiki applications for instance, could be useful in accessing information and collaboration outside 
formal schooling systems. 
Also, online social networks are increasingly becoming major platforms for collaboration amongst 
artists, notice board for events and a space for discussion.  Virtual migrants association is a group 
which aims to bring together a range of artists, who are concerned with the themes of race, migration 
and globalisation.  Apart from the group's website, the association streams their collaborative audio 
projects on MySpace. This space also offers different opportunities for other users interested in the 
same ideas to become 'friends' and to be able to comment and communicate with this group.  This 
group is particularly interesting as its objective is to bring together people who share an artistic 
identity, and not only a migrant identity.  
Such creative formations provide various opportunities for translocal and transnational collaboration.  
On a local level, this could be a way for people from different cultures living in the same country to 
become involved, collaborate and share similar interests. In the case of the virtual migrants’ 
association, various creative group efforts have taken place through a wide range of musical 
collaboration from Afro-French hip-hop to Kurdish semi-classical music. Such efforts reflect 
alternative ways of integration based on recognition and appreciation of human diversity and 
commonality.  On a local level, their MySpace profile is important as it is a space which brings 
together different users interested in similar topics.  Apart from a space for discussion, it is also offers 
a form of notice board, through which users interested in such events can inform, promote or discuss 
upcoming events.   
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-> Social computing as a way to sustain attachment   
 

The potential of ICT in the transitory period of migration was highlighted during the workshop.  Part 
of the migration and integration process consists of finding new ways and means of relating to society.  
Contact and social support are not always immediately located.  Meeting other people who are in a 
similar state of mind, who share similar interests or culture may prove to be difficult.   
 
Experts pointed out that social computing applications are increasingly a means of social capital 
bridging between previous networks (strong links) and the new networks in the host country (weaker 
links).  Various studies in this area have shown that technology plays a major role in how immigrants 
keep in touch with their home countries.44  In the absence of community support, IEM seek different 
ways and means to sustain contact with those who share similar history and experiences.  The Internet 
offers a multitude of opportunities for communication across continents at a minimal cost varying from 
simple text email to VOIP.  In this respect, the significance of Skype and use of blogs amongst IEM 
was highlighted.  The Skype application is popular because it allows two people to exchange verbal 
communication and video conference for free.   For many immigrants this is one way of keeping in 
touch with family and friends in home countries at a very low cost. Similarly, blogs provide a way of 
keeping in touch with host countries through textual communication.  The added value of blogs in this 
respect is that they allow users to exploit many-to-many communication and interact with various 
users through comments facilities.  
 
Social computing applications add another level of attachment.  They provide various ways for people 
to link to each other, because they like similar things, want to organise a local event or because they 
happen to speak the same languages.  As one expert pointed out, these applications could provide 
significant help to IEM in avoiding disruption of social capital and individual frustration stemming 
from feelings of being left out of social networks.  In some cases, interaction through social computing 
applications could act as a substitute for the lack of physical community support that migrants may 
face in the host countries.   
 
On a transnational level, such sites provide ways of collaborating with artists from the home country.  
Podcasts for instance, enable users to keep track of new music from artists in their home countries.  
Such interlinks with home countries through new technologies could provide various networks of 
social support which could be missing, or not as strong, in the host countries.   
 
  -> Social computing could enable employment opportunities   
 
Various studies have indicated that there is a positive correlation between social networks and 
successful job hunting.  As discussed previously, this form of network capital links people’s 
interpersonal relationships with job opportunities.  In his work, Granovetter illustrates that weak ties 
are important for obtaining professional-level jobs (1973, 1974, 1982).45  Research demonstrates that 
individuals who are socially well connected have better chances of finding job opportunities, 
especially through their weak links.  In the context of IEM, social networks play a major role in job 
search.    
 
One social computing site which operates on this friend-of-a-friend notion is LinkedIn.  This site offers 
various ways users can search for jobs, people and business opportunities recommended by their 
                                                 
44  Navarrete, C. a. & Huerta, E. (2006). Building virtual brdiges to home: The use of the Internet by transnational communities of immigrants. 

International journal of communications law & policy. [Online] http://www.scribd.com/doc/64309/transnational-communities-of-immigrants-and-
the-internet-Huerta 

45     Granovetter, M. (1973) The strength of weak ties. American Journal of Sociology, 78, 1360-1380. 
       Granovetter, M. (1974). Getting a Job. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
       Granovetter, M. (1982) The strength of weak ties: A network theory revisited. In Peter V. Marsden and N. Lin (Eds.), Social structure and network  

analysis. Sage. 
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trusted contacts.  The value of the site is that, through the vastness of its network, social networks 
based on weak ties can enable business and job opportunities.  As jobs become less linked to 
geographical locations, such sites become useful as they provide alternative opportunities to location-
bound jobs.  In addition, apart from increasing weaker ties, such platforms provide new ways of 
accessing a network outside of one's ethnic group.    
 
Experts pointed to a project where IEM successfully used the potential of ICT applications for 
employment.  In Holland, it was noted that job seekers with Arabic names, especially after the New 
York bombings, were hardly ever called for job interviews.  Students pretending to find jobs using 
Dutch or Arabic names found that those using the latter had more difficulties.  They published these 
results through ethnic portals and now both companies and the Dutch government are trying to ensure 
fairer conditions in the job market.  This year more than two hundred organisations promoted their 
traineeships through Chinese and Moroccan web sites based in the Netherlands.  
 
Experts also suggested that governments could help in this respect by funding and supporting portals 
in the countries of IEM origin.  Such portals could enable IEM to establish employment links before 
migration, hence easing integration once migration actually takes place.  
 
 -> Social computing as leverage for social participation and civic engagement 
 
It is often the case that IEM are left out of basic operations of society, like for instance, voting (on a 
formal level) and discussion or involvement in political groups (on a less formal level).  The ability to 
express oneself, to be unique in voicing your opinion and communicate it to the world is very 
significant.  In many respects, blogs tend to act as contemporary forms of an agora, where debate, 
especially on topics related to politics and current affairs, can take place.  Such spaces offer various 
modes of interlinking with people who share similar interests.   
Participation in most social computing sites is either completely open or based on invitation by other 
users. In most cases, users are asked for registration, through which users create their own accounts.  
Once registered, users participate, through posting of content, feedback, tags, ranking, notes, favourites 
and networking with other members.  Similar to peer-production communities, participation on such 
sites varies from fun to something of more direct value.46  While one user will participate on Flickr to 
share family photos, another user will do so to promote his photography with the aim to sell his/her 
work.   

Efforts in enhancing social participation play a central role in the promotion of civic engagement.  
Various studies have shown that participation in the development and building of a civic society 
empowers citizens in driving social change leading to a more democratic world.  As we have discussed 
before, new technologies provide various ways of participation and collaboration, however, the issue at 
stake is whether outsider groups, such as IEM could reap the benefits of ICTs to voice their opinion 
and participate in political fora.   

Experts referred to a number of local ICT-enabled projects where IEM organised themselves, in order 
to reach the media, fight racism, voice an opinion and participate in political debates.  Although the 
size of the projects mentioned was generally small, the positive impact of these projects in promoting 
cultural diversity and fostering inclusion policies could already be noted.   

Nonetheless, we believe that social computing applications offer various opportunities to enhance 
social capital and hence, if used creatively, could have a positive impact on how people live and work 
together. 

                                                 
46  Tapscott, D. & Williams, A. D. (2006). Wikinomics: How mass collaboration changes everything.  Penguin Books: London.  
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4.4 Conclusions   
 
The role social computing can play in improving the integration of IEM is important and worth 
exploring further.  The use and relevance of social computing is particularly apt as a means of:  

- social capital bridging between previous networks and the new networks in the host 
country; 

- avoiding disruption of social capital during the migration process 
- providing a substitute for the lack of physical community support  
- providing media space for representation for difference cultures  
- empowering IEM through the provision of various levels of community participation  
- building a platform for information, communication and interaction in the pre-departure 

stage  
- building effective bottom-up, self-organising and user-driven initiatives and solutions 
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5  EXPLORATION OF SELECTED DOMAINS  

During the workshop, storylines were used to explore specific key domains where ICT are highly 
relevant for the integration and inclusion of IEM and to identify areas for further research.  The three 
areas explored were: take-up and use of online services, ICT in education and learning, and 
employment and access to capital. This chapter presents the storylines illustrated during the workshop 
and the major points that emerged from the experts' discussion following each storyline.  
 
5.1 Take-up and use of online services  
 
An ever growing number of services in our society are provided through ICT-based delivery channels. 
Although, in most cases, parallel off-line services are still maintained, particularly in the delivery of 
public services, new services are often launched only digitally.  Such services are sometimes less 
effective and more expensive for the customers. Indeed, the take-up and use of online services is not 
only dependent on providing access, but also on the effective use of these online services.  
 
In the commercial private sector, areas like banking, transport and travel, audio and video 
consumption, digital gaming, news and information services already rely heavily on online delivery 
channels. Commercial online services specifically designed and/or adapted for IEM customers are 
being provided, but very little is known about them.47 
 
In the public sector, online services are widely used for dissemination of information, such as opening 
hours, available services and related administrative forms - for example, application forms to 
download. Transactional e-government services are also becoming increasingly available.  They are 
mostly relevant for tax filing and payments (and for money transactions in general), for registration 
services (request and issuing of personal documents, certificates etc.), for permissions and 
authorisations (for building, business, mobility and other purposes) and in health-related services.48  
Again, not much is known about whether, in which areas and to what extent e-government (and e-
health) services are being specifically designed and/or adapted for IEM customers.49 
 
An important source of support-oriented information and services for IEM is the IEM community itself 
and the voluntary organisations working with it.  Generally, these services include online repositories 
of relevant legal documentation and forms and practical advice on how to deal with public 
administration matters, the job market and so on. Many of these activities are, in fact, established to 
compensate for the weaknesses in both profit-oriented and public service provision, and for this 
reason, they can be considered complementary to them. 
 
Three aspects of e-government online services are particularly critical for IEM users, namely:  

• the language in which information and access interfaces are provided; 
• complexity of use (IEM often lack contextual knowledge especially at the beginning of 

migration, such as information related to types of living arrangements, working status, social 
disadvantages, the role played by different public offices, the nature of certain requested 
documents, where to obtain them and so on); 

• lack of relevant services, i.e. urgent/frequent needs faced by IEM are not addressed, or only 
poorly so (e.g. not customized) by currently available e-government services.50 

                                                 
47  An area which is witnessing much development is that of international money transfer services via mobile phone, see 'The future of money' in The 

Economist, Feb 15th 2007. 
48  Empirica (2004). eUser Project: Report on current demand/supply match and relevant developments. [Online] http://www.euser-eu.org/ 
49  For instance, the UK Dept. for Work and Pensions provides essential information resources in addition to English in eight major languages of 

immigrant communities and the UK Cabinet Office has issued guidelines for UK Government websites, with best practices with regard to designing 
information resources in different languages. 

50  For instance, in Emilia-Romagna, one of the European regions with much developed eGovernment services, the latest information society 
benchmarking exercise performed by the regional government found that 100% of the largest municipal governments and 78% of the provincial 
governments had on their web sites a section in English and mostly for tourists. The analysis of services of primary interest for immigrants showed 
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Given the need to improve the design, content and delivery of digital public services to IEM (and 
other potential user categories as well), the following storyline was presented. 
 

Storyline:  Improved health service access through empowered social intermediaries 
and social workers 
 

As the number of ethnic minorities kept growing, communication in the community between health 
carers and immigrants (especially first generation) became ever more complicated, because of 
language and other social and cultural factors. The increasing involvement of staff from a multi-
ethnic background in service delivery has somewhat improved, but not resolved, this problem. 
 
It was precisely during a training course for health carers (most of them students from different 
countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America) that the idea was launched of setting up a 
participatory web site, the content of which would be produced and enriched by users themselves – 
carers as well as patients - in different languages. News about this online health information service 
was spread through leaflets distributed at health centres, schools (showing children how to help 
their parents in accessing the site), local voluntary groups and the immigration counters in the local 
council's offices.  
 
For citizens, the site today is rich with multi-language information on available services. 
Comments, suggestions and recommendations (linked to individual services), are put into the 
system by the patients themselves. Some of them even put their e-mails or phone numbers so that 
others wishing to talk to someone who "went through it before" can contact them. One of the most 
appreciated features is the service that shows the location on the city map of health-related 
professionals directly in contact with the public (pharmacists, counter desk staff for non-
prescription drugs etc.), the foreign languages that they speak and specific problems they may be 
expert in (information on this can be posted on the web site or sent via text messages). 
 
The service also provides a nationwide directory of health carers' profiles (language and 
competence), that can be accessed via mobile devices.  This allows public officials or voluntary 
staff dealing with migrants in a critical situation to get in touch by phone/video with someone who 
can at least help in clarifying the problem and provide first advice in the appropriate language. 
 
The site has also become an important source of information for local health authorities on relevant 
concerns and expectations of the immigrant community. 

 
Suggested research and policy challenges  
 
 -> Potential for expanding the role of intermediaries 

Governments and the market face various limitations in generating social trust, cohesion and hence, 
inclusion, single-handedly.  It is often the case that IEM are reluctant to use an online public service 
because they do not understand how it functions. They also face various difficulties due to language, 
culturally-bound services and they may lack basic computer skills. 

Community initiatives aimed at making Internet access more available and affordable play an 
important role in IEM inclusion.   

                                                                                                                                                                       
that online information for them is now quite common but in Italian only. Only 6% of the sampled municipalities had foreign language information on 
residence permits, 2% on social services and only one provincial authority provided multi-language information on labour market services (Regione 
Emilia-Romagna, "Il benchmarking dell’e-government della Pubblica Amministrazione locale emiliano-romagnola", September 2007). 
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Also, the role of intermediaries in facilitating access to services can be one way of addressing such 
limitations.  Research by the EU-funded eUser project demonstrates that 'almost half of eGovernment 
users also act as social intermediaries, helping non-users in the family or friends to use services or 
actually acting on their behalf'.51 

In some communities, the role of intermediaries in enabling IEM to cope with adverse life situations 
such as illness or loneliness is highly beneficial for inclusion practices.   

New ICT skills are often learnt through friends, family or colleagues rather than through formal 
education.  Volunteers and NGOs play a significant role in this aspect, as they are the first and 
sometimes only, bridging link to local society.  Trusted third parties can thus play an important role in 
providing information and mediating access to public service.   

Finally, integrating IEM in the development process of a service and providing the necessary 
education for them to play the role of intermediaries may also be a way of complementing government 
services.  Self-help communities, where citizens operate without the need for a very structured 
organisation, may also play a pivotal role in generating inclusion practices.   

 -> Need to better understand the potential for social computing for online public services  

Emerging models of ICT and their relevance for public services should be taken into consideration.  It 
is important to understand why the take-up of social computing applications is so high, especially 
when compared to the general low take-up of online public services.  Further research is needed to 
understand the real opportunities and needs of the different actors involved.  The potential value and 
the constraints of social computing vary according to who is using it, how and why.  Actors vary from 
the public sector to the private sector, intermediaries, NGOs and users.  
Experts also expressed some concern about the use of social computing in the context of public service 
delivery, namely:  

- lack of verification mechanics to address trust and reputation aspects 
- concern for privacy and control over one's life stemming from disclosure and sharing of 

information on health, personal social conditions and experiences.  
 

 -> Need to better address the specific IEM contexts and user needs 
 
It order to ensure access and use of online public service, governments need to understand the different 
cultures and the specific contexts of use and needs of IEM. Several examples were raised by the 
experts during the workshop: 
 
Written communication may be an obstacle for interaction with and between IEM (especially those 
who have newly arrived) for reasons such as: literacy (in their native language and the new one) or 
lack of keyboards for Arabic, Chinese and other alphabets.  Basic applications and simplified 
communication, such as the use of visual/iconic/video elements could be a solution, however: 

- visual-based communication might raise accessibility problems 
- cultural/contextual aspects are critical, as different symbols and languages have different 

meanings in different contexts.  Accordingly, extensive testing with users is required 
 

Different means of communication for public service delivery are needed so as to reach a diverse 
population.  A multi-channel delivery approach of government services is a way to enhance inclusion.  
Some IEM are disqualified from using some public services, as they may not have the required 
documentation, such as an identity card number, a fixed address, a bank account, etc.  They may also 
feel uncomfortable about carrying out a transaction which lacks personal contact.  Others may be 

                                                 
51  Press Release: 'Europeans want easy-to-find, useful and accessible public online services but supply is short'. eUser Project. September 22, 2006.  
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unwilling to opt for an online service because they are reluctant to give personal information, which 
could be used against them in the future.  These are examples of cultural differences that may result in 
people relating differently to a basic public service.    
 
Public services may also play a role in providing pre-departure information and services in a number 
of areas, such as health, employment and education.  More research is needed to identify pre-departure 
opportunities and their impact on facilitating migration processes.  

5.2 ICT and learning52  

Confidence in one's own ICT and familiarity with advanced digital skills such as locating information 
online or using key software applications are a prerequisite for effective ICT use. To date, no evidence 
is available on ICT skills levels among IEM, but it is likely that problems similar to those of the local 
population can be found. For example, only 45% of Internet users in the most advanced ICT countries 
in Europe feel confident using search engines, which are key tools for locating information online.53  

People who have completed formal education have to rely to a large extent on social support networks 
to be familiarised with new ICT devices and digital competences. In some cases, this is also the case 
for young people still at school.  A recent survey by Eurostat, for example, reports that individuals in 
Europe aged 16 to 74 irrespective of gender, education level or degree of urbanisation persistently rank 
self-learning and informal assistance from colleagues, relatives and friends as by far the most 
important mechanisms for obtaining digital literacy and competencies.54  This confirms the importance 
of acquiring ICT skills for social capital.  

Learning the local language and general education  
Learning the local language and finding a job (this last often depends on the former) are among the 
most important factors in the early stages of the immigration process.  Mastering the local language 
opens up opportunities outside of one’s own ethnic or national group ('bridging') and vice versa. It has 
also important implications in the relationship between immigrant parents and children, the latters' 
education outcome, labour market integration prospects and so on. In the UK, immigrants who are 
fluent in English are more than 20% more likely to get jobs than those who are not.  On average, this 
group earns almost 20% more, according to a recent report by NIACE (National Institute for Adult 
Continuing Education), an adult-education charity. 

In some countries, national language learning is becoming compulsory for those seeking to settle.  This 
has been the case in the UK from April 2007.  Job-seekers with poor English skills have to show they 
are trying to learn it, or they run the risk of having their benefits cut off.55  In Germany, with the new 
integration programme which entered into force on 1 January 2005, immigrants (both current residents 
and new arrivals) are encouraged to participate in a language integration course if they have limited 
knowledge of German.56 

In addition, as the number of immigrant students enrolling in local language courses grows, answering 
this demand becomes more difficult and public spending on teaching soars (for instance, 2005 figures 
for central government-supported language courses were about 410 million Euro in the UK and 208 
million in Germany). Making students pay57 is only a partial solution. While companies which employ 
migrant workers might contribute, immigrants in a weaker position are often not even formally 
registered as unemployed (such as housewives) and are likely to suffer most. On the other hand, in 

                                                 
52  This section draws again on Zinnbauer, D. (2006) (see footnote 7).  
53  Cullen, K. (2005). ‘Study on eInclusion as a Means of Combating Social Exclusion’. Presentation at Expert Worksop, Brussels, October 4, 2005 
54  Eurostat (2006). 'How Skilled Are Europeans in Using Computers and the Internet?'. Statistics in Focus. No. 17/2006. p. 6. 
55  The Economist, Tongue-tied newcomers, Feb 15th 2007 
56  Liebig, T. (2007) 'The Labour Market Integration of Immigrants in Germany', Employment and Migration WP n. 42, OECD, Paris 
57  This will happen in the UK from September 2007, at an average cost for part-time learners estimated at around £300, by everyone except the 

unemployed and those on income support (see footnote57). 
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some countries like the UK, funds are dedicated to translation services for public services, such as the 
Law Courts and the National Health System (NHS).  
Many initiatives aimed at IEM (especially, but not exclusively, for those that have arrived recently) 
undertaken by local administrations, schools and voluntary sector are based on the use of ICT for 
teaching/learning the local language and basic ICT skills, and also for job orientation, access to public 
services and other matters.58  
 
Other critical areas in this domain where ICT plays a role, and could play a more one, are: 

• teaching/learning in multi-lingual/multicultural environments in school education and 
professional training, for newly-arrived immigrants and second-generation children;  

• and related to it, tackling the challenge of low educational attainment and high drop-out rates 
among foreign origin students, which is relevant in many countries. 

 

Storyline:  Laying foundations for equal opportunities  
 

Homework-squad is a virtual meeting place were immigrant children who face language-related 
problems with their school homework can post problems and questions.  Volunteer tutors, typically 
more advanced or particularly good students of all ethnic origins, provide feedback and solutions.   

The system is embedded into an easy-to-use language reference support system (online translation, 
dictionary etc.) which supports conversation. The system also comes with real-time collaborative 
document editing and online chat. 

Both tutors and students can bookmark dictionary entries and log key phrases, building a shared 
dictionary to advance language skills on both sides.  This also provides a great opportunity for 
tutors to dip into a foreign language. 

 
Suggested research and policy challenges  
The provision of tutorship and knowledge resources at a distance and from peers is a good way of 
addressing learning barriers faced by IEM.  Language is deemed to be very important for integration 
and employability.  The combination of ICT and language learning is felt to be very effective for 
teaching, as each one complements and facilitates the other.  The main points emerging from the 
experts' discussion on the learning storyline were: 

 -> Language is only one of the challenges for education  
Experts highlighted that language is only one of the limitations IEM face.  There are various other 
school difficulties and obstacles that are induced by other factors, which could be very complex, but 
which need to be taken into consideration when designing teaching programmes and policies for IEM.  
For example, IEM students face various problems understanding a foreign school culture and this often 
has an impact on the progress of their learning.  In order to learn well, IEM pupils and students need 
specific tools to better understand the new school system they need to integrate in (and vice versa): 
school habitus of the host country, cultural codes and representation systems., A platform such as 
Nenuphar59 in France for instance is an adapted solution to these needs: it makes explicit what is 
implicit in the discourses, it clarifies codes of the local school systems, it scrutinizes problems of 
representation, and offers solutions to recurring problems with language. 
 

                                                 
58  A survey of such experiences is provided by the eMigra project, http://www.e-migra.org/ 
59  www.educnet.education.fr/nenuphar 
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Online collaborative projects between classes working with IEM pupils in Europe would certainly 
raise both pupils' and teachers' awareness about the diversity of the processes at school in Europe.  
 
 ->Need to enhance instructor's learning of ICT and intercultural teaching  
 
Research shows that it is often the case that teachers are reluctant to use ICT while teaching because 
they feel intimidated by their students, who are often more knowledgeable and faster in learning new 
technologies.  Accordingly, initiatives which enable tutors to support and learn from each other are 
needed.  Teachers are more likely to experiment with new technology outside the classroom, as 
insufficient knowledge in using ICT could have a significant impact on their role in the class.60  
 
Balanced personal development and successful integration of IEM in the host country also require the 
recognition of the diversity of their identities. Adapted platforms could help teachers work together 
with both IEM and native pupils on this diversity: they could improve the knowledge of the culture of 
the IEM’s countries of origin and explain the reasons for migrations (and conversely, of course, 
becoming more familiar with the culture of the host country). In this respect, Exil Club61 in Germany 
and Atlas de la Diversidad62 in Spain are two interesting examples to build upon. Future platforms 
could certainly make a better use of new exchange and posting tools for videos, images, sounds and 
texts. 
 
 -> The challenge of digital and economic divides   
 
Broadband access and basic digital literacy are crucial for exploiting IT-based educational 
opportunities.  It is important that their availability among IEM should not be taken for granted. Thus, 
the idea that IEM communities are confident in using ICT has been challenged by various experts.  
The majority of immigrants are still under the conditions of digital divides, mainly because of low 
income and education.  It is suggested that the degree of ICT confidence amongst IEM be investigated.  
Huge differences exist between IEM with basic skills of ICT and others with a full spectrum of digital 
literacy.  
 
 -> The potential of informal learning  
 
While formal school ICT-supported education is important, only legal immigrants can benefit from 
such education practices.  There is a great need for less formal education, where non-formal tutors can 
play a role and where the division between ICT for learning and ICT for leisure can be bridged.  The 
use of social computing shows that many children and youngsters are willing to learn new technology, 
if the objective of learning a new skill can be beneficial for other important aspects of their lives, such 
as socialising with friends, gaming and dating.  These applications are more related to leisure than to 
formal learning subjects.    
 
More research is needed to identify which social computing sites IEM use, how and why, so that their 
learning needs can be better understood.   
 

-> Final Recommendations  
 

There is no doubt that ICT-enabled learning practices are important instruments in today's education.  
However, how such practices can give added value to specific IEM requires further research.   
 

                                                 
60  Punie, Y. & Cabrero, M., (2006) The Future of ICT and Learning in the Knowledge Society. Report on a Joint DG JRC/IPTS-DG EAC Workshop 

held in Sevilla, 20-21 October 2005, DG JRC-IPTS, European Communities, March 2006, EUR 22218 EN. 
61  www.exil-club.de 
62  www.atlasdeladiversidad.net 
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It has also been highlighted that any eLearning opportunities should be accompanied by local, 
neighbourhood-based physical encounter and access support arrangements. The Digital Playground 
experience in Netherlands, and Ferlander's account of a similar Swedish experience, provide 
convincing supporting evidence for this point.63   
 
5.3 Employment and access to capital   
 
In this section, two specific problems in work and business were identified: namely discrimination in 
the labour market and work place and difficulties in accessing banking services.  
 
As mentioned before, most IEM face various difficulties in terms of labour market integration.  In 
countries like Belgium, France and Sweden unemployment among 15-24 year old foreign-born people 
is twice as high as it is in the same age group of the native-born population (see footnote16).  Native-
born children of immigrants, the so-called 'second generation', also suffer in some countries from 
labour-market integration problems. This has to do partly with educational outcomes. Having been 
born and raised in the host country, it would be expected that they would have similar outcomes to 
natives, at least similar to those who have a comparable socio-economic background. But this is 
generally not the case, as the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) has 
shown, when the skills of 15 year old second-generation immigrants are compared with their native 
counterparts.64 Difficulties vary from country to country and across IEM groups.  Poor language 
proficiency, limited attendance to early educational services and limited participation in vocational 
training and apprenticeship schemes are also some other common factors.  
 
Research shows that the majority of both regular jobs and apprenticeships are filled through contacts 
with friends or relatives. While foreign-born immigrants may be at a disadvantage in this respect, 
second-generation IEM, in theory, should not face this problem. However, their networks with respect 
to employers may be more oriented towards enterprises that are run by people of the same ethnic 
background, and, at least in some countries, enterprises which are run by foreigners have been found to 
offer less vocational training (see footnote58).  
 
Besides, even for given educational levels, children of immigrants often have more difficulties in 
obtaining employment. In France,65 for instance, only 11% of employers treated the candidates on an 
equal basis, while in 89% of the cases discrimination occurred 4 out of 5 times in favour of the person 
of French-origin (see footnote58).  
 
In most countries, employers do not seem to put much trust in foreign educational qualifications and 
work experience, which represents a serious problem especially for new immigrants.  Self-employment 
and small business start-up is an important and frequent option followed by IEM to overcome 
structural obstacles in the labour market, particularly in some countries.56  A large, nation-wide survey 
in Germany of more than 40,000 individuals showed that migrants are twice as inclined as natives to 
found new enterprises.  However, it has also been noted that the failure rate of these new start-ups 
seems to be higher than that of natives (see footnote17).  
 
The renewed drive of migration for employment in Europe and the growing number of skilled 
immigrants are likely to make a positive contribution to economic activities directly related with 

                                                 
63  Ferlander, S. & Timms, D. (2006). 'Bridging the Dual Digital Divide: A Local Net and an IT-Café in Sweden'. Information, Communication & 

Society, Vol. 9/2 April pp. 137-159 
64  http://www.pisa.oecd.org/pages/0,2987,en_32252351_32235731_1_1_1_1_1,00.html 
65  The trial used a group of young men and women, 20-25 years old, with matching characteristics in pair combinations (education titles, place of living 

and other factors which might affect recruitment), except for their names, which were purposely chosen to suggest a Subsaharian African, Maghreb or 
traditional French family origin. Cediey et F. Foroni (ISM-CORUM) Les Discriminations à raison de « l’origine » dans les embauches en France. 
Une enquête nationale par tests de discrimination selon la méthode du BIT. Genève, Bureau international du Travail, 2007 
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information society domains.66  The extreme case here is the role that immigrants (especially Indian 
and Chinese) have been playing in the development of the US ICT industry.67  Despite the adoption of 
government schemes (mainly in Scandinavia, Netherlands and the UK) to encourage the participation 
of IEM in the information society labour force and the introduction of fast-track work permits for IT 
workers from overseas (e.g. the Green Card example in Germany), not much is known yet about their 
effects and about this topic in general in the European context.  
 
Storyline Line:  Protecting minority rights, combating discrimination   
 

A female immigrant worker faces race-related bullying at the workplace. A women's group, that 
employs a handful of publicly-funded and ICT-savvy outreach workers of the same immigrant 
ethnicity, runs a basic ICT and Internet skills programme into which this woman has enrolled. The 
outreach workers direct her to some online resources in her own language provided by the public 
anti-discrimination authority of her host country. Online she also finds links to self-help group 
discussion relating to similar issues in her language and also to a network of advanced law students 
and lawyers that provide a first point of call for legal advice and volunteer part of their time to help 
employees from ethnic minorities. 

In the next storyline, the experts explored the notion of social lending. This old practice with different 
names in different parts of the world (Tontine in France) is still much practiced within ethnic 
communities and other groups which for various reasons are excluded from the credit/banking 
systems. The Internet and social computing development are opening up a new perspective on this 
traditional method, because they allow the lender to reduce his risks significantly by spreading money 
over large numbers of borrowers, and because they increase the number of potential lenders, allowing 
the borrower access to credit (apparently) at a lower cost. The reason for the recent success of P2P 
lending has been defined as follows: "traditional banks give credit only to people with an excellent 
solvency profile;68 cyberbanks on the contrary lend to borrowers with good or even mediocre profiles. 
And the average default on repayment has been lower than the bank-industry, so far. How do they 
achieve this? Emulating auction sites like eBay, the borrowers and lenders assign scores to each other. 
Thus each participant has a strong incentive to uphold his commitment in order to keep a good score 
and to continue being part of the system".69 

                                                 
66  The demand for information society technology skills is foreseen by Fistera to influence the employment levels for currently less prominent workers 

communities such as immigrants, ethnic citizens and women.  Refer to the JRC/IPTS report 'Key factors driving the future Information Society in the 
European Research Area - Synthesis Report on the Fistera Thematic Network Study' - September 2004, available at 
http://www.jrc.es/publications/pub.cfm?id=1204 

67  A recent study on this topic concludes that immigrants have become a significant driving force in the creation of new high tech businesses: 25.3% of 
the engineering and technology companies started in the U.S. from 1995 to 2005 have at least one foreign-born key founder ('America’s New 
Immigrant Entrepreneurs' jointly produced by the Master of Engineering Management Program, Duke University and the School of Information, U.C. 
Berkeley, January 2007). 

68  This is also influenced by credit rates regulations. For instance, In France, interest rates compensating risks cannot go over the usury rate limit, as 
defined by the State (for amortizable consumption loans: 8.93% effective rate for a sum over 1.524 euros). This rate is a strong impediment for banks 
that might think of lending (at a higher rate to cover higher risk) to atypical borrowers such as students with no banking history, independent workers 
or small entrepreneurs with irregular revenues. According to a study from the French Senate, roughly 15% of the population fails to qualify for credit 
because of this regulation on the usury rate. Providing credit to this fringe of the population would be like going after the long tail of credit. 

69  Post by Jean-Christophe Capelli. [Online] http://www.wiseclerk.com/group-news/countries/france-the-situation-of-social-lending-in-france. 
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Storyline:  Helping immigrant borrowers through social lending 

A newly arrived immigrant could not meet his local bank's demand for property as a guarantee to 
back up a loan request. This money was needed to start a small business, and buy a house. IST-
empowered social lending came to his help. Social lending has been moved onto the Internet by 
online community initiatives such as Zopa.com and Prosper.com.  It uses collective reputation to 
assess the credit score of borrowers, and put lenders in direct contact with borrowers. Ethnic-based 
sub-communities have emerged within the broader community, taking advantage of specific, often 
tacit knowledge about the credit worthiness of their members (entrepreneur and his/her partners), 
the activities they want to invest money in (e.g. trading specific goods from their home countries) 
and so on. This sharing of a broader common platform has also led to some mixed ventures (when 
someone from a different community spotted an interesting opportunity) and even innovative ones 
(blending of different cultural-specific factors, e.g. in ethnic food catering). 

Suggested research and policy challenges 
 
The main points emerging from the discussion of the above storylines, which were highlighted by the 
experts, are: 

• According to research, the majority of ethnic minorities are highly motivated and high 
performing people, nevertheless, employment opportunities tend to be limited.  Experts suggested 
that research is required to identify this large pool of IEM with high employment potential and to 
analyse how policies can support the mobilisation of these human resources for the benefit of the 
both the host country and the IEM themselves.  
• The administrative process to apply for public funds is often too complex.  As a result, most 
organisations or small bodies are reluctant to apply for such funds, as a great deal of time is lost 
dealing with bureaucratic issues.  It has been pointed out that government initiatives could combat 
such problems.  For instance, the compiling of a list of all the ongoing projects and initiatives 
would be highly useful, as it would enable different bodies to communicate, interact, provide 
assistance to each other and partner up for certain events and activities.  

• Finally, providing pre-departure information and services could support labour market 
integration and provide different integration opportunities in various sectors.  
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6  MOVING TO ACTION: POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS  

Based on the discussions of the potential of ICT and social computing for social capital and IEM 
integration and the related opportunities and challenges, the experts provided a number of concrete 
suggestions for the EC to realise this potential: 

 
Deepening the understanding  
Research addressing different issues of ICT and IEM is needed.  The following research areas were 
identified during the workshop: 

o current access, skills and use of ICT, in particular social computing applications amongst 
IEM; 

o how governments can utilise social computing applications for online public services 
dedicated to IEM and concerned actors and how they can play a role in promoting the 
positive implications of these applications through policies; 

o state-of-the-art quantitative and qualitative research on current migration patterns, which is 
comparable across European countries, nationalities and different age groups; 

o better understanding of IEM contexts and needs in the different migration stages; 
o complementing the social capital approach with other categories of social science research, 

such as social cohesion, greater integration of IEM and greater contribution of IEM to 
economic and social life; 

o pre-departure opportunities, their impact in facilitating migration processes and the role of 
governments in the provision of such opportunities; 

o how to improve the mobilisation of highly skilled IEM;  
o identifying new education models facilitated by ICT and the needs emerging from such 

models; 
o how eLearning practices can provide added value to IEM 
o study ongoing IEM projects through the use of living lab methods  

Fostering cooperation 

Experts suggested that more collaboration across different Directorates General within the 
Commission would be useful.    

The Commission could also play a role in promoting public-private partnerships with a view to 
fostering cultural diversity and enabling co-development of quality standards between public and 
private bodies.   

It has also been pointed out that international cooperation amongst public bodies should be enhanced, 
in order to exchange best practice and learn from it.  

Enhancing the role of intermediaries  
Third parties, intermediaries and NGOs, amongst others, are recognised to be key actors in the various 
processes of IEM integration - therefore: 

o more efforts should be targeted toward enhancing this significant role in our societies;   
o governments could play a decisive role by placing the right intermediaries (both formal and 

informal) in the appropriate step of the value chain between services and immigrants; 
o more interaction between local government and minority representatives should be encouraged.  
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Promotion of good practices  

The promotion of good practice has been highlighted as one of the major actions to be taken into 
account, namely: 

o leveraging and sharing existing practice; 
o enhancing visibility of successful projects and learning from experiences of bad practice; 
o promoting best practice through awards; 
o using social computing applications as a tool for promotion.  
 

Legislative action (from reinforcement to legislation) 

Experts pointed out the role of the EC in improving legislative action through:  
o ensuring non-conflicting regulation between different inclusion directives and standards; 
o promoting simpler government services and de-bureaucratisation of public services; 
o encouraging transnational services, such as banking without borders; 
o encouraging Member States and local governments to reserve funds for research on IEM 

inclusion at the local level. 
 
Strengthening the links between host and home countries 
Opportunities to strengthen through ICT the links between host and home countries (which IEM 
contribute to maintaining and creating) should be better understood and exploited for the benefit of all 
the parties involved. 
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ANNEX 1: WORKSHOP AGENDA  

Introduction 
 

09:00 – 10:10: The eInclusion initiatives of the EC (Paul Timmers DG INFSO) – 10 min 

The IPTS IS Unit and eInclusion research activities (Marcelino Cabrera. IPTS) –        
10 min 

Key issues to discuss, objectives and method of the workshop (Stefano Kluzer, IPTS) – 
30 min 

Roundtable presentation of participants – 20 min 

10:10 – 10:30: Coffee break 

 
Part I: ICT, social capital and cultural diversity  

 

10:30 – 11:00: Migrants and inclusion: why social capital matters (Isidro Maya Jariego, University of 
Seville, Dept of Social Psychology) – 20 min + Q&A for 10 min 

11:00 – 11:20: The potential of social computing applications (Romina Cachia, IPTS) – 20 min 

11:20 – 12:30: Open discussion - 80 min 

12:30 – 13:30: Lunch break 

Part II: Opportunities and challenges of ICT and social capital approach  
 
13:30 – 14:30: Presentation of storyline on education and learning – 5-10 min 

  Open discussion and contribution of new ideas by the participants 

14:30 – 15:30: Presentation of storyline on work and business – 5-10 min 

  Open discussion and contribution of new ideas by the participants 

15:30 – 16:30: Presentation of storyline on access to public services – 5-10 min 

  Open discussion and contribution of new ideas by the participants 

16:30 – 16:45: Coffee break 

Concluding session 

16:45 – 17:00: A reaction from the Tavistock overview of eInclusion initiatives in Europe – 15 min 
(Joe Cullen, Tavistock Inst.) 

17:00 – 17:30: Future opportunities, research challenges and policy options 
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Abstract 
 
This report presents the key results of an expert workshop jointly organized by the Information Society 
Unit at IPTS and DG Information Society and Media, Directorate H, eInclusion Unit, complemented 
by additional research. The objective of the workshop was to analyse the potential of ICT (in particular 
social computing) and social capital, for the social and economic integration and participation of 
Immigrants and Ethnic Minorities (IEM). This objective had been defined as a priority in the Riga 
Ministerial Declaration on eInclusion.  The report also contains policy recommendations, based on the 
analysis presented, with a view to contributing to the preparation of the 2008 eInclusion Initiative.   
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The mission of the JRC is to provide customer-driven scientific and technical support 
for the conception, development, implementation and monitoring of EU policies. As a 
service of the European Commission, the JRC functions as a reference centre of 
science and technology for the Union. Close to the policy-making process, it serves 
the common interest of the Member States, while being independent of special 
interests, whether private or national. 
 

 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


