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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This second Policy Brief of the EPIC-UP
project summarises insights from desk
research, expert consultations, and findings
and recommendations from the EPIC-UP
policy lab on migration narratives, where
a space was created for an exchange
between more than 60 participants from
across Europe!.

Migration narratives in Europe do not
merely reflect public opinion; they actively
shape it. Produced through unequal power
relations among EU institutions,
governments, mainstream media, and
migrants themselves, these narratives have,
since at least 2015, been dominated by
framings of crisis, security, and cultural
threat.

The consequences for integration policy
have been tangible and measurable: from
the terminological drift embedded in the
EU's New Pact on Migration and Asylum to
national-level rollbacks of language classes,

family reunification rights, and basic
reception standards. That dominant
narratives carry policy costs is not

incidental: it is structural.

The EPIC-UP research, drawing on
comparative desk analysis across six EU
countries, stakeholder consultations, and
insights from a dedicated Policy Lab,
identifies seven interconnected challenges
underpinning this landscape.

Against this backdrop, this policy brief puts
forward seven recommendations. They

share a common premise: that
communication campaigns alone, however
well-intentioned, are insufficient.
Sustainable narrative change requires
structural reform: of media ecosystems, of
participation frameworks, of funding logics,
and of the political conditions under which
migration is discussed.

The recommendations therefore call not
only for better messaging but for migrant
co-ownership of narrative spaces,
investment in local social infrastructure,
and the treatment of narrative change as
long-term democratic infrastructure rather
than a short-term awareness exercise.

The evidence is clear that public attitudes
are neither fixed nor monolithic; solidarity
is possible. But the conditions under which
that  solidarity can be extended
consistently, and without racialised
selectivity, remain largely unbuilt. This
policy brief is an argument for building
them.

Migration narratives
in Europe do no
merely reflect public
opinion; they
actively shape it.

UPSCALING THE
EUROPEAN PLATFORM

OF INTEGRATING
COMMUNITIES



https://epicamif.eu/news/epic-up-gathers-over-65-participants-in-brussels-to-discuss-migration-narratives/
https://epicamif.eu/news/epic-up-gathers-over-65-participants-in-brussels-to-discuss-migration-narratives/

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Migration narratives within the EU are
selective framings of reality embedding
implicit causal links and normative
judgments, crafted by actors ranging from
EU institutions and governments to civil
society and migrants themselves!. Their
influence on public perceptions and
policymaking is significant, yet the actors
shaping discourse are far from equal:
threat-dominated framings by politicians
and mainstream media consistently
overpower migrant and civil society voices,
excluding lived experiences and sustaining
feedback loops that marginalise
integration?,

The 2015 surge in arrivals anchored public
discourse around crisis, security, and
cultural preservation, with mainstream
outlets amplifying narratives of instability
while migrants were scapegoated for

societal strains  such as  austerity,
overstretched healthcare, and failing
infrastructure®. These dynamics are

actively reinforced by billionaire-owned
media and algorithmic biases on social
media platforms like Facebook and
Twitter/X, which amplify hostility while
suppressing civil society voices (as cited in
the EPIC UP consultations).

Between 2012 and 2022, over 300 European
communication campaigns sought to
inform host communities, relying heavily on
emotional appeals; yet only 23% were
migrant-led and 6.6% rigorously
evaluated™. Migrants remain largely absent
from narrative spaces, reduced to symbols
of victimhood stripped of agency”. These
imbalances carry direct policy
consequences, visible in France's tightened
detention and deportation laws, Greece's
elimination of language classes for migrant
minors, and the EU's New Pact on
Migration and Asylum, which has
entrenched a "Fortress Europe" logic
through the terminological drift from
"refugees" to "illegal migrants" (as cited in
the EPIC-UP consultations).

Public  attitudes, shaped by early
socialisation and confirmation bias (as
cited in the EPIC-UP consultations), are
nonetheless not fixed. The solidarity
extended to Ukrainians in 2022
demonstrated this flexibility, though its
racialised selectivity also revealed how such
empathy can deflect attention from
structural inequality and the exploitation of
undocumented workers.

Counter-efforts, including Intercultural
Cities' anti-rumour strategies and the
Reframing_ Migrants project, show that
messages grounded in shared human
values consistently outperform myth-
busting alone. Yet, media ecosystems
remain constrained by resource shortages,
self-censorship, and official-source
dominance, while advocacy is hampered
by "frame entrapment" and a tendency to
critique rather than articulate alternatives
(EPIC-UP consultations). The local level
emerges as a critical counterpoint:
municipal dialogue and everyday
encounters foster empathy that national
institutions, bound by electoral pressures,
rarely generate. Effective reframing
requires affirmative portrayals of migrants'
agency and contributions, ethical media
practices, and durable integration
structures, framing migration not as
temporary crisis, but as an enduring
feature of European society demanding
solidarity over securitisation®.

KEY FINDINGS FROM
EPIC-UP RESEARCH

The research carried out under the EPIC-
UP project on migration narratives
brought together existing literature,
policies, and initiatives from across the
partner countries. This desk-based study,
complemented by in-depth consultations
with three key actors (February 2026) and
insights from a Policy Lab with external
migration experts, aimed to build a
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comprehensive and comparative
understanding of the national contexts,
methodologies and practices that shape
migration narratives today.

CHALLENGE 1: DOMINANCE OF
SECURITISATION AND CRISIS
FRAMING

Since 2015, migration discourse across
Europe has been increasingly anchored in
narratives of crisis, threat, and border
control, consistently crowding out
humanitarian and integration
perspectives. This pattern is evident across
all six EPIC-UP countries, producing a self-
reinforcing cycle in  which political
discourse, media framing, and public
opinion mutually amplify one another,
driving policy toward a more restrictive
approach.

CHALLENGE 2: MARGINALISATION
OF MIGRANT VOICES

Migrants remain overwhelmingly absent
from the spaces where narratives about
them are produced, spoken about rather
than with, and reduced to symbols of
victimhood or threat. The EPIC-UP Policy
Lab participants confirmed this as one of
the most critical gaps, noting that most
campaigns continue to speak about
migrants rather than with them,
significantly limiting their impact and
authenticity.

CHALLENGE 3: RACIALISED
HIERARCHIES OF RECEPTION

A consistent pattern across all six country
contexts is the racialised selectivity with
which empathy is extended to different
migrant groups. The contrast is most
starkly illustrated by the warm reception of
Ukrainian refugees in 2022 against the
treatment of migrants from Africa and the
Middle East, routinely framed through
lenses of illegality and cultural threat. For
example, in Spain, Moroccan migrants face
systematically harsher treatment than
Latin  American arrivals; in  Greece,
racialisation has shaped public hostility
since the early 1990s.

As noted at the Policy Lab, empathy
applied selectively along racial and cultural
lines reproduces structural inequalities
while deflecting attention from systemic
exclusion.

CHALLENGE 4: GAP BETWEEN
OFFICIAL RHETORIC AND LIVED
REALITY

A persistent  contradiction exists
between the inclusive language of
official migration policy and the
exclusionary realities migrants
experience on the ground. For example,
Spain promotes intercultural dialogue, yet
systemic  discrimination persists, as
Moroccan migrants continue to face
racialised and Islamophobic treatment,
labour market segregation into the most
demanding agricultural jobs, and spatial
segregation in housing and community life.
Greece maintains a humanitarian discourse
alongside documented pushbacks and
substandard detention conditions. Bulgaria
adopts welcoming policies  toward
Ukrainian refugees, yet many continue to
face integration barriers related to
language, employment, and social
inclusion. This gap erodes public trust and
creates space for misinformation to thrive,
undermining the credibility of inclusive
narratives more broadly.

CHALLENGE 5: MISINFORMATION
AND PUBLIC MISPERCEPTION

Distorted media coverage has generated
widespread public misunderstanding of
migration across Europe. In Italy, residents
dramatically overestimate the number of
non-EU immigrants; in Germany, crimes

involving people with migration
backgrounds receive disproportionate
media attention compared to non-

migrants;, in  Bulgaria, disinformation
exploits demographic anxieties, particularly
fears that immigration will alter the
country's ethnic and cultural composition,
to misrepresent refugees. As noted during
the Policy Lab, the tendency to
overestimate irregular migration feeds a
zero-sum public debate framed around a
logic of gain and loss, with algorithmic
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amplification on social media further
accelerating  hostile  narratives  while
suppressing civil society voices.

CHALLENGE 6: CIVIL SOCIETY
STRUGGLING FOR VISIBILITY AND
RESOURCES

Civil society organisations across all six
countries work actively to produce more
inclusive migration narratives, yet
consistently lack the funding and
institutional backing to compete with
politically amplified security framings.
They are further hampered by "frame
entrapment," where rebuttals inadvertently
legitimise the very narratives they seek to
challenge (for example, in Greece, counter-
narratives that focus on protection and
emergency response can unintentionally
reinforce the very crisis framing they seek
to challenge), and by a tendency to focus
on critiquing problems rather than
articulating persuasive alternatives.

CHALLENGE 7: DISCONNECT
BETWEEN RESEARCH, POLICY,
AND LOCAL PRACTICE

A persistent gap exists between what
research demonstrates, what policy
prescribes, and what happens at the
local level where migrants actually live. In
Greece, for example, significant EU funding
has failed to address systemic deficiencies
in  reception conditions; in  Germany,
evidence on narrative effectiveness has not
prevented the political instrumentalisation
of migration for security ends. Policy Lab
participants  identified a persistent
disconnect between academic research
and local initiatives as a key structural
barrier, noting that this misalignment
undermines the coherence and real-world
effectiveness of integration efforts.

The seven challenges identified above
share a common thread: they are not
isolated communication failures, but
structural features of a political and
media landscape in which the incentives
to amplify fear consistently outweigh
those to foster understanding.

Addressing them requires more than
better messaging; it demands
interventions at the level of institutions,
resources, and power. The
recommendations that follow are
organised around that premise.

Migrants remain
overwhelmingly absent
from the spaces where
narratives about them
are produced and
spoken about.

POLICY
RECOMMENDATIONS

MOVE BEYOND “POSITIVE
NARRATIVES" TOWARD CREDIBLE
AND NUANCED PUBLIC
CONVERSATIONS

What: EU institutions and public
communicators should avoid simplistic
“pro-migration vs anti-migration” framing
and instead promote nuanced, evidence-
based, and emotionally credible public
conversations about migration.

Who: European Commission, Member
States, media organisations, educators, civil
society organisations, local authorities.

How:

e Replace binary communication models
(“‘good migrant / bad migrant”,
“crisis/success”) with narratives

reflecting the complexity of migration
experiences and public concerns (e.g.,
the everyday realities of rebuilding a life
in an unfamiliar place, the coexistence
of resilience and vulnerability, the
gradual and often non-linear process of
belonging, the legitimate anxieties of
receiving communities, and the human
cost of prolonged legal uncertainty).

e Encourage communication strategies
grounded in realism, coexistence, and
shared societal challenges rather than
moralising rhetoric.
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e Support public dialogue formats where
disagreement and uncertainty can be
discussed constructively without
reinforcing polarisation.

e Develop EU-supported communication
resources that help institutions address
fears without legitimising xenophobia.

Why: Participants repeatedly stressed that
current migration debates are trapped in
oversimplified and emotionally charged
framings that deepen mistrust and
polarisation. Several contributors argued
that the problem is not only narratives
themselves, but the broader political
environment that instrumentalises
migration  for  electoral gain.  The
discussions also highlighted that people
are more receptive to narratives that
acknowledge complexity and avoid
idealised portrayals disconnected from
lived realities.

REFORM THE MEDIA ECOSYSTEM
THROUGH STRUCTURAL
INCLUSION AND ACCOUNTABILITY

What: The EU should treat migration
narratives as deeply connected to
democratic legitimacy, institutional trust,
and political accountability rather than
solely as a communication or awareness
issue.

Who: EU institutions, national
governments, political parties, democratic
institutions, researchers.

How:
e Encourage diversity recruitment
strategies within newsrooms and

editorial leadership.

e Fund local and independent media
partnerships with  migrant-serving
organisations and community groups
to co-produce reporting that amplifies
migrant voices and centres community-
led storytelling.

e Develop training programmes for the
media outlets on ethical migration
reporting, inclusive interviewing, and
anti-disinformation approaches.

o Create European media fellowships,
such as the MigraVoice ‘“pop-up
newsroom”, for migrant journalists and
storytellers.

e Support independent observatories
monitoring disinformation,
racialisation, and scapegoating trends
in migration discourse. The most
effective design is a hybrid multi-level
structure: EU-level coordination with
national/regional hubs, inspired by the
European Digital Media Observatory
(EDMQ) model.

Why: Participants ranked political
instrumentalisation and fear-driven media
logic as the most significant barriers
preventing  evidence-based migration
discourse. The Policy Lab also highlighted
how migration narratives become self-
reinforcing cycles connecting politics,
media, public opinion, and restrictive
policymaking.

SHIFT THE PUBLIC LENS FROM
“EXCEPTIONAL MIGRANTS" TO
EVERYDAY COEXISTENCE

What: Public discourse should move away
from portraying migrants only as victims,
threats, or exceptional success stories and
instead normalise migration as an ordinary
part of social life.

Who: Media organisations,  cultural
institutions, educational institutions, local
authorities, civil society, and EU
communication bodies.

How:

e Promote storytelling centred on
ordinary routines, neighbourhood life,
work, care, education, and community
participation.

e Support local cultural initiatives that
bring visibility to shared experiences
rather than differences alone.

o Integrate migration histories and
contributions into school curricula,
museums, and public memory
initiatives.
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o Develop public campaigns
emphasising mutual interdependence
rather than integration as one-sided
adaptation.

Why: Participants strongly argued that
migration should be understood as a
normal human and social phenomenon
rather than an exceptional disruption.
Participants stressed that spotlighting only
extraordinary "success stories"
unintentionally reinforces the idea that
migrants must constantly justify their
belonging. That lasting narrative change
requires moving beyond the distinction
between "locals" and "migrants" altogether.
True normalisation means recognising
migrants as people with the same
aspirations, fears, and everyday lives as
everyone else.

PRIORITISE LOCAL SOCIAL
INFRASTRUCTURE OVER SHORT-
TERM AWARENESS CAMPAIGNS

What: European and local policies should
prioritise sustained interpersonal contact
and shared civic spaces over short-term
communication campaigns alone.

Who: Municipalities, local governments,
schools, NGOs, cultural institutions, EU
cohesion and integration programmes.

How:

e Expand funding for community
sponsorships (e.g, refugee family
hosting, legal/administrative support
networks), intercultural centres,
neighbourhood initiatives (such as
community gardens, shared Kkitchens,
and local festivals), and shared public
spaces, including parks, community
hubs, and co-working spaces designed
for everyday interaction between
migrants and long-term residents.

o Support long-term local dialogue

programmes involving residents,
migrants, youth, and community
leaders.

e Support schools, libraries, sports

clubs, and cultural institutions as

spaces of everyday encounter by
funding integrated programmes such
as after-school mentorship pairing
migrant and local youth, multilingual
library services and reading groups, and
co-created cultural events that bring
migrant and long-term residents
together through regular, sustained
interaction.

« Encourage municipalities to integrate
migration narratives into broader
urban, housing, and community
development policies.

Why: The Policy Lab repeatedly identified
local and face-to-face engagement as the
most effective mechanism for reducing
fear, humanising migration, and building
trust. Participants ranked community-led
storytelling and local collaboration above
EU-level communication guidelines.

SUPPORT MIGRANT
PARTICIPATION AS DEMOCRATIC
CO-OWNERSHIP, NOT SYMBOLIC
INCLUSION.

What: Migration governance and public
narrative initiatives should move beyond
consultative participation toward genuine
co-ownership and decision-making power
for migrants and diaspora communities.

Who: EU institutions, municipalities, NGOs,
funding bodies, political institutions.

How:

e Require binding migrant participation
criteria in EU-funded projects and
communication campaigns.

» Provide long-term operational
funding for migrant-led organisations
rather than short-term project-based
visibility initiatives.

e Include migrants and diaspora
representatives as  co-designers,
evaluators, moderators, and governance
actors, not only testimonial
contributors.

o Establish migrant advisory councils
with decision-making functions at local,
national, and EU levels.
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+ Develop safeguards against
superficial representation practices.

Why: Participants consistently argued that
migration  narratives cannot change
sustainably  while migrants remain
excluded from the structures shaping
those narratives. They identified migrants
and diaspora communities as the actors
best positioned to lead narrative
transformation.

REBUILD PUBLIC TRUST BY
CONNECTING RESEARCH, LIVED
EXPERIENCE, AND POLICY

What: The EU should support new forms of
collaboration connecting researchers,
storytellers, journalists, artists, and
communities in order to translate migration
knowledge into public understanding.

Who: Universities, research institutions,
media organisations, cultural actors, civil
society, EU funding programmes.

How:

e Fund interdisciplinary narrative labs that
function as collaborative, time-bound
projects or hubs where researchers,

journalists, artists, and migrants co-
create public-facing outputs by
combining research evidence, lived

experience, investigative journalism, and
artistic practice.

e Encourage participatory research
methods involving migrants and local
communities directly.

e Develop accessible formats translating
migration research into public-facing
storytelling, exhibitions, podcasts, and
local dialogue tools.

o Develop public data platforms
countering misinformation with
accessible and contextualised evidence.

Why: The Policy Lab showed that facts alone
are insufficient when disconnected from
trust, values, and emotional resonance.

Participants repeatedly  stressed the
importance of grounding debates in human
stories while maintaining factual credibility.

TREAT NARRATIVE CHANGE AS A
LONG-TERM DEMOCRATIC
INFRASTRUCTURE

What: The EU should approach migration
narrative work as long-term democratic

and social infrastructure requiring

sustained investment, coordination, and

evaluation.

Who: European Commission, Member

States, local authorities, civil society

networks.

How:

e Create multiannual EU funding
streams dedicated to democratic
narrative resilience and social cohesion.
e Develop monitoring frameworks
measuring trust, participation, and
social cohesion, not only
communication reach.

e Support long-term peer-learning
networks between municipalities,

migrant organisations, and civil society
actors.

e Embed migration narrative work
within broader democracy, education,
and anti-disinformation strategies.

Why: The Policy Lab revealed that narrative

change depends on continuity, trust-
building, and institutional consistency
rather than isolated campaigns.

Participants expressed cautious optimism
but warned that progress remains fragile
amid rising racism, insecurity, and political
polarisation.
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CONCLUSIONS

The evidence assembled through the EPIC-
UP research points to a difficult truth:
Europe is not, on the whole, failing to
produce migration narratives. It s
producing them  with  considerable
consistency, and the narratives it produces
are, more often than not, harmful to
integration, corrosive to social trust, and
misaligned with the complex realities
migrants actually inhabit.

The challenge, then, is not simply to add
more positive stories to a depleted pool. It
is to transform the political, institutional,
and structural conditions under which
migration is discussed, represented, and
governed.

The recommendations in this brief reflect
that diagnostic. They are not prescriptions
for better communications management.
They are a case for recognising narrative
change as a structural and democratic
project:. one that requires sustained
investment, enforceable accountability,
genuine migrant co-ownership, and the
political will to resist the electoral
temptations of securitisation. Counter-
narratives that lack institutional backing,
long-term funding, and genuine co-
production with migrant communities will
not hold against a media and political
environment that systematically
advantages threat-based framing.

There are grounds for measured optimism.
Local-level initiatives, intercultural dialogue
programmes, and community-led
storytelling have demonstrated that trust
can be built and attitudes shifted, not
through myth-busting alone, but through
sustained, affirmative, and structurally
embedded engagement. The 2022
response to Ukrainian displacement
showed that European publics retain the
capacity for solidarity. What remains
unresolved is whether that solidarity can be
universalised, extended beyond racialised
selectivity to become a durable feature of
how European societies relate to migration
as such. The answer will not emerge from

communication strategies alone. It will
depend on whether the EU and its Member
States are willing to treat migration
narrative work as they would any other
domain of democratic infrastructure: with
long-term investment, rigorous
evaluation, meaningful participation, and
the recognition that the stories societies
tell about newcomers ultimately say as
much about the health of their
democracies as they do about migration
itself. The ambition of this policy brief is to
contribute, in some measure, to making
that recognition actionable.

The challenge is to
transform the political,
institutional, and
structural conditions
under which migration
is discussed,
represented, and
governed.
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