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The number of asylum seekers arriving in Norway has varied over 
time. During recent years, we have seen a significant increase. In 
January 2008, around 8000 asylum seekers lived in reception 
centres. In the same month one year later, the number had grown 
to more than 14 000, and in January 2010, there were 19 363 
asylum seekers living in reception centres. The increase in new 
arrivals during 2009 spurred the establishment of 50 new reception 
centres, following the establishment of 43 new reception centres 
during the previous year. The need for places in reception centres 
has led to the use of various types of housing and residential 
solutions to meet the demand. Decentralized reception centres for 
asylum seekers constitute one response launched in order to make 
use of a broader spectrum of housing for asylum seekers arriving 
in Norway. In the spring of 2010, the Norwegian Directorate of 
Immigration reduced the number of housing units following a 
reduction in the demand for housing opportunities. 
Decentralized reception centres consist of housing units in regular 
residential areas. The study reveals that approximately half of the 
reception centres lodge the asylum seekers in quarters consisting of 
a mixture of decentralized housing units and more centralized 
solutions. Only one quarter of the reception centres use 
decentralized housing solutions exclusively, while one third of the 
reception centres exclusively use centralized housing, i.e. more 
institution-like residential buildings. Fifty-one per cent of the 
asylum seekers live in decentralized housing units. In decentralized 
reception centres families tend to live in separate flats, while single 
individuals live in communal housing. Communal housing may be 
organized in large separate residential houses, or in blocks of small 
units (studio flats, bedsitters), for example. The number of asylum 
seekers per housing unit is far higher than what is common in the 
population as a whole. 
The use of housing in regular residential areas as reception centres 
has given rise to questions about how decentralized reception of 
asylum seekers has worked locally and what effects this practice 
may have on the settlement of refugees. Some municipalities have 
claimed that decentralized reception created problems for the 
municipalities in obtaining social housing in the private rental 
market for the settlement of refugees. 
Another intention behind the practice of decentralized reception is 
that this residential form could contribute to making the time 
asylum seekers spend awaiting their processing more normal. In 
decentralized reception centres, asylum seekers are largely 
responsible for their own living situation within the framework 
defined by the reception procedure. 
The study’s primary research issues are associated with the model 
of decentralized reception centres for asylum seekers in relation to: 
_ variations in the number of arrivals and a limited supply of 
places of accommodation to receive asylum seekers 



_ living conditions for asylum seekers and the future 
integration of refugees who settle in Norway 
_ the host municipalities’ follow up of reception centres and 
asylum seekers, local attention and settlement of refugees 
The study was carried out with the aid of several data sources and 
methodological approaches. Internet-based questionnaires were 
sent to all reception centres and owners of the centres in the entire 
country. We carried out interviews at three regional offices in the 
Directorate of Immigration and the Directorate of Integration and 
Diversity, respectively, to obtain their viewpoints on and 
experience with decentralized reception centres and settlement of 
refugees. In addition, we obtained information from nine case 
municipalities that have decentralized reception centres. Here, we 
spoke to reception staff, asylum seekers who live in the reception 
centres and recently settled refugees. We have spoken with the 
municipal administrations to solicit their experience in following 
up asylum seekers who live in decentralized reception centres, and 
their experience with this type of reception in the municipality with 
regard to the settlement of refugees. We have also spoken to 
owners who are responsible for some of the reception centres in 
the nine municipalities. In addition, we have analysed registry data 
provided by the Directorate of Immigration and the Directorate of 
Integration and Diversity on the reception population, and the 
settlement of refugees. The housing rent survey undertaken by 
Statistics Norway has also been analysed with a view to 
establishing whether reception centres have an effect on housing 
rent levels in municipalities that have decentralized reception 
centres. In combination, this comprehensive data material provides 
a wealth of information on how decentralized reception centres for 
asylum seekers function. 
 
Decentralized reception centres – consequences 
for social housing in the municipalities 
Decentralized reception centres for asylum seekers consist of a 
number of housing units in different locations, preferably within 
walking distance to the centre’s administration in a local 
community. The owners of the centres can either own or rent the 
housing units. This must be done in accordance with the 
framework for operation of such centres as defined by the 
Directorate of Immigration, and within the framework of housing 
policy, which is market-based and regulated by supply and 
demand. 
Forty-five per cent of the owners of the centres rent all the 
housing units used for reception, 16 per cent own all the housing 
units, while 39 per cent own and rent housing used for reception 
of asylum seekers. These figures apply to all forms of reception 
centres. 
Decentralized solutions are well suited to meet the variations in the 
number of arriving asylum seekers, as rental contracts can be 
signed or terminated according to the Directorate of Immigration’s 
need for places. However, the centres must have a certain number 
of places in order to break even financially. In order to reduce the 
number of places, a centre must therefore previously have had a 
greater number of places than was financially necessary. 
 
Reception centres in all types of municipalities and housing 
markets 



More than 100 municipalities all over the country have reception 
centres for asylum seekers. The proportion of municipalities that 
has reception centres increases with the size of the population in 
the municipality. We find the lowest proportion of municipalities 
with a reception centre in the least central municipalities. The 
largest proportion of municipalities with a reception centre is in 
the next least central municipalities. We find reception centres in 
half of the most central and second most central municipalities. 
The location of the reception centres has an impact on rental levels 
and pressure in the local housing markets. It therefore is significant 
for the owners’ access to rental housing, as well as for the 
municipalities’ opportunities to rent housing in that same private 
market. 
 
Absence of competition in some types of municipalities 
In large municipalities the activities of the decentralized reception 
centres has no tangible effect in the local rental market. The rent 
of 20-30 housing units, which is common for decentralized 
reception centres, is too small to have a significant effect. One 
small municipality also claimed that the reception centre’s activities 
were too limited to represent any competition to the efforts of the 
municipality’s social housing programme within the private rental 
market. In this particular municipality, other financially strong 
enterprises had a larger impact. 
 
The municipality uses the private rental market for social 
housing programmes – possible competition 
In small municipalities with a limited rental market and in high 
demand municipalities, such decentralized reception centres may 
increase competition in the local housing market. We find that the 
municipalities’ perception of increasing competition in the local 
rental market is influenced by several factors. The more the 
municipality is dependent on the local, private rental market to 
find housing for refugees and marginalized groups, the more the 
municipality may perceive the reception centre as displacing them 
in the competition for housing rentals. It is uncertain whether this 
perception reflects real circumstances. Labour migrants, 
enterprises and students represent other groups of would-be 
tenants that may be preferred to the detriment of the municipality. 
 
Municipality and reception centres have different housing 
standards – little competition 
Another issue pertains to whether the reception centre and the 
municipality are looking for the same type of housing in the local 
rental markets. Experience from the nine municipalities acting as 
case studies indicates different patterns with different 
consequences. One such pattern consists in the allegation by 
reception centres that they rent housing units that have a higher 
standard than the municipalities. Others, on the other hand, claim 
that the municipalities demand a higher standard than the 
reception centres. Many of these municipalities settle refugees only 
in municipally-owned housing. The chosen strategies do not 
promote competition between the municipalities and the owners 
of the reception centres. 
 
Municipality and reception centre look for the same housing 
standard – possible competition 



Where the reception centre and the municipality are looking for 
the same type of housing units in the same local rental market, 
especially in municipalities where the rental market is small, 
competition may occur. The municipalities have experienced that 
the owners of the centres are in a better position to handle the 
competition in local rental markets. According to the 
municipalities, the owners are able to pay more, while they also can 
offer owners a package consisting of orderly contractual relations 
and payment, in combination with follow-up of the housing units 
and their residents. The selected municipalities include 
municipalities that offer packages similar to those offered by the 
owners of the centres. These municipalities nevertheless claim that 
the owners are sometimes preferred because of their greater ability 
to pay and, in some cases, because the owners of the housing are 
more persistently approached. 
 
The municipalities studied: more refugees settled in 2009 
than in 2008 
Despite perceived difficult access in the private rental market, 
seven of the nine municipalities studied have succeeded in settling 
more refugees in 2009 than in 2008. All municipalities that have 
recently established decentralized reception centres have succeeded 
in settling more refugees in 2009 than in 2008. However, only one 
of these municipalities has succeeded in settling as many refugees 
as expected. This suggests that the municipal administrations 
encounter problems in obtaining a sufficient number of housing 
units in the existing housing market. This could be caused by a 
shortage of residential housing locally, too expensive rents, or that 
the municipality is considered a less attractive client. 
An analysis of the rental market survey thus far cannot sustain 
with any statistical certainty the claim that having a decentralized 
reception centre in a municipality tends to effect rent levels for 
local housing. 
 
Consistency between municipal housing policies and the 
municipality’s ability to settle refugees 
The municipal administrations can act to expand their ability to 
settle refugees and other marginalized groups within the 
framework of national housing policies. It is up to the 
municipalities to decide whether they want to own all the housing 
units at their disposal or rental them from the private rental market. 
There are no indications that the Public Procurement Act prevents 
municipalities from leasing residential space from the private 
market. The municipal administrations can also take steps to 
become more attractive to owners as lessees, in the same manner 
as the reception centres. The municipal administrations are also 
free to decide how actively they wish to make use of the social 
funding provided by the Housing Bank. Some municipalities made 
systematic efforts to develop methods that prepare recently settled 
refugees for gradually taking responsibility for their own housing 
situation. Where this succeeds, the municipality ends up with 
vacant housing space in which to settle new refugees, and the 
refugees themselves have taken the first step to becoming 
structurally integrated in the housing market.2 
Living conditions in decentralized reception 
centres – a contribution to the integration of 
refugees 



A reception centre for asylum seekers should offer a residential 
environment that is as normal as possible to people who find 
themselves in an extraordinary life situation. The idea behind the 
decentralized reception centres is that this form of residential 
environment is better for the asylum seekers, and that it should 
2 ‘Structurally integrated in the housing market’ means that the household has a 
housing unit at its disposal in a manner that is common in society as a whole. 
Because most households in Norway own their housing, this usually means that 
a household purchases a housing unit and accumulates its asset value as long as 
prices rise, and are free to decide whether to stay there or move. 
serve to make the integration process easier for those who are 
granted a residence permit. 
Persons who seek asylum find themselves in a transition phase 
while they wait for their application to be processed. They live at 
reception centres, but they are neither part of the society that they 
come from, nor yet part of the society they have expectations of 
joining. During the time they spend at the reception centre it is 
expected that the individual’s basic needs, such as food, clothing, 
welfare and social needs are met. In addition, it is expected that the 
reception centres contribute to preparing asylum seekers for 
handling the outcome of their applications, whether this is an 
approval or a rejection. 
We have looked at how staying for a period in a decentralized 
reception centre impacts asylum seekers’ living conditions. The 
focus has been on basic needs, the asylum seekers’ individual 
resources, how they perceive and relate to their own situation at 
the reception centre and what kind of opportunities to act are 
available. 
 
A safe framework 
Experience indicates that the decentralized reception centres 
provide a relatively secure framework for meeting the basic needs 
of the individual residents. Most of the interviewed asylum seekers 
were satisfied with the conditions offered by the reception centres. 
Ensuring the basic needs of the residents will not be influenced by 
whether the individual lives in a centralized or a decentralized 
reception centre, because this aspect is part of a standard 
procedure. On the other hand, the type of housing unit as a 
framework for lodging, security and safety will vary in 
decentralized versus centralized reception centres. The residential 
situation can also affect perceived and actual opportunities to meet 
social needs. 
 
Asylum seekers attitudes towards conditions at the reception 
centre 
If we regard living conditions from the perspective of resources, 
based on the individual’s experience and attitudes, their skills and 
education, residents are more or less returned to square one at the 
reception centre compared to their previous lives. Individual 
resources may nevertheless be decisive for the individual’s 
perception of, and ability to benefit from the various possibilities 
offered in this initial situation. Programmes and activities at 
reception centres focus on the individual’s needs in terms of social 
contact and friendship, competence-building and recreation in 
order to cope with this difficult waiting period. Our study reveals 
that the interviewed residents are relatively satisfied with the 
activities offered, even though some call for more activities and 



more continuing activities to participate in that can help to 
structure everyday life. Many also emphasize the need for 
diversion, among other things in order to avoid unpleasant 
thoughts. The study indicates that people have different interests 
in, and benefit differently from, activities and programmes in the 
reception centres. It is likely that residents in decentralized 
reception centres participate more frequently in activities in the local 
community than residents in centralized reception centres. In 
centralized reception centres, the activities taking place within the 
centre will assume a more prominent place. 
 
Norwegian language training is motivating 
Norwegian language training is the most popular activity among 
the asylum seekers. In terms of empowerment, most of those 
interviewed report that their opportunities to influence their own 
situation are strengthened by language training and the ability to 
communicate in Norwegian. Norwegian language training is 
perceived as meaningful with a view to the final goal of becoming 
settled and having a future in Norway. So are also other activities 
that prepare for settlement. 
 
Not everybody is offered school and health control 
Noteworthy in this study is that some municipalities are not taking 
responsibility for offering school and health services. 12 percent of 
the reception centres answer that children in their centre are not 
offered any school services. 10 percent of the reception centres 
say that health control is not given to their asylum seekers. As 
these services are legally compulsory for the municipality, attention 
to follow up is important. 
 
Life in the reception centre challenges traditional gender 
roles 
Men tend to participate more frequently in activities than women, 
according to the reception centre staff. 
Many men who live in reception centres come from societies 
where they are expected to play an active role as providers and 
heads of families within the extended family and in society as a 
whole. In their role as asylum seekers, men and women are 
formally placed on an equal footing. Life in the reception centre 
makes both genders more passive. The residents have little 
opportunity to provide for themselves. Instead, the reception 
centre offers them money to cover their needs, as well as a 
selection of programmes. This is a dramatic shift in roles in terms 
of living conditions. This shift in roles may be especially dramatic 
for men. Women who are in a family situation can continue their 
tasks related to caring for the family in almost a normal manner in 
their own dwelling. Men, on the other hand, lose their role as 
providers. At the same time, they encounter expectations of 
gender equality, and among other things absence of violence in 
maintaining authority. Men who live in communal housing also 
encounter challenges with regard to cooperation in carrying out 
traditionally female tasks, such as cooking and cleaning. The 
reception centres were familiar with these issues. Some had 
therefore started special groups for men, in addition to groups for 
women. 
 
Own activity stimulates and aids adjustment 



The study indicates that many of the asylum seekers are to some 
extent very active. Many wish to start an independent life, rather 
than submitting to the reception centre situation’s more passive 
role. Some also expect to be able to send money to their families in 
the home countries or in other refugee camps around the world. 
Only one of the interviewed asylum seekers confirmed that this 
had been done; the others were not in a financial position to do so. 
The residential situation in the decentralized reception centres may 
contribute to strengthening the perception of oneself as an active 
party in ensuring positive living conditions for oneself. The 
residential situation may also contribute to making it easier for an 
individual to act to participate in, find their way to and be included 
in various local activities. This includes the opportunities inherent 
in becoming a regular participant in a regular local community. 
Overall, this may strengthen the perception of being able to master 
living in a new country, and be helpful in adapting to a possible 
new establishment process in Norway. 
On the other hand, asylum seekers who live in centralized 
reception centres must also handle many of the same practical 
tasks as those living in decentralized housing. These asylum 
seekers also need to cope with new forms of cooperation for daily 
routines. This will be highly relevant to the establishment of 
positive living conditions for individuals and their families through 
their own actions. 
 
From reception to settlement 
The study gives some support to the claim that decentralized 
reception centres are conducive to the integration of the refugees 
who settle. All the same, those who find it easiest are those who 
settle in same municipality where they previously lived in a 
reception centre. Local people recognize them; they know the local 
community and they often have personal networks. This group 
tends to require the least follow-up by the municipality after 
settlement. 
Settled refugees as well as municipal administrations emphasize 
that the time spent in the reception centre has improved the 
residents’ competencies for establishing a new life and household 
on their own in Norway. The refugees have been given a view of 
the practical aspects of living in Norway, and are becoming 
familiar with the norms for social contact with neighbours and 
participation in local communities. Many have also become 
familiar with the Norwegian culture of voluntary associations and 
leisure activities. The refugees’ own narratives reveal that many 
continue engaging in types of activities that they first encountered 
during their stay in the reception centre. 
The asylum seekers were especially eager to have access to a TV, a 
computer and the Internet at the reception centres. Skills in the 
use of these types of common everyday technology are clearly an 
advantage for refugees who settle. The same applies to the use of 
payment cards instead of cash at the reception centre. In a manner 
similar to that for mobile phones, this type of technology can be 
used by persons without comprehensive pre-existing skills. 
Refugees who settle are completely dependent on these types of 
skills in order to be able to function and take charge of their own 
situation in the technologically advanced Norwegian society. 
Decentralized reception centres - consequences 
for host municipalities and local communities 



Reception centres for asylum seekers are local institutions that 
fulfil national policy goals. The municipalities have little 
opportunity to resist the establishment of a reception centre and 
are obliged to follow up the reception centres and the asylum 
seekers. However, it is up to the municipalities to decide whether 
they want to settle refugees. The distinguishing feature of 
reception centres, compared with other statutory responsibilities, is 
that the operation of a reception centre does not target the 
municipality’s own inhabitants. On the contrary, reception centres 
involve opening the municipality for people who are passing 
through while waiting for their application for a residence permit 
to be processed. The fact that the municipality have little say in the 
establishment of reception centres may have contributed to the 
local scepticism towards the centres. The subsidy paid to host 
municipalities serves as compensation for these statutory 
obligations, and ensures that the municipalities have the financial 
ability to fulfil them. 
It matters little to the municipalities’ follow-up of the asylum 
seekers whether the reception centres are organized in the form of 
centralized or decentralized housing; the tasks remain the same. 
The municipalities’ major concern with regard to decentralized 
reception centres is whether they will be able to detect undesirable 
and worrisome conditions in time. 
 
Advantages for the municipality 
Having a reception centre in a municipality entails new tasks, 
which may encourage the municipalities to develop their 
knowledge with respect to asylum seekers and refugees. Especially 
in smaller communities with a limited number of highly-skilled 
workplaces, this can be advantageous. Municipal staff also 
emphasized that this type of work was meaningful and motivating. 
 
Advantages for the integration process 
The municipalities are engaged in following-up reception centres 
as well as the settlement of refugees. The municipalities have 
observed that refugees who settle after having lived in 
decentralized housing require less follow-up than those who have 
lived in centralized reception centres. The key issue, however, is 
not whether the refugees have lived in a centralized or a 
decentralized reception centre. The main factor is whether 
refugees who settle have lived in a reception centre in the same 
municipality. Refugees who have lived in a reception centre in the 
same municipality have the easiest time settling. They are familiar 
with the local community and the municipal administration is 
familiar with them. Many have established networks, among others 
with a refugee background, among their own group or among the 
local population. The municipalities also claim that it is of major 
importance to the refugees themselves, especially to families with 
children, to be able to continue living in the local community 
where they stayed during the initial period. The resettlement 
refugees represent the group with the highest need for follow-up. 
In the nine municipalities included in the study, all refugees 
interviewed by us had lived in decentralized reception centres 
before settling in the same municipality. This combination 
contributed to settlement being viewed as unproblematic by the 
municipalities. 
 



Less local resistance 
Decentralized reception centres are almost invisible in the local 
community, and have proven to awake little resistance, when 
established. There are few or no emblematic buildings in the local 
environment to act as a symbol for possible resentment towards 
national or local asylum policies. The main trend is for asylum 
seekers to live in relatively ordinary residential areas where they are 
not clearly distinguishable from other immigrants. 
Even though decentralized reception centres are invisible, they 
may over time assume an active role in the local community. This 
depends on whether the reception centre as an institution has been 
able to establish contacts and relationships with local institutions 
and associations with which they can engage in cooperation. In 
places where the reception centre, the municipal administration 
and the local community have been able to establish positive 
forms of cooperation, the reception centre has over time 
developed from being an alien element to being an integrated part 
of the local community. This means that even if there was local 
resistance when the reception centre was established, there may 
well also be resistance to plans for closure. 
 
Greater local diversity 
Some of our informants have been eager to express what the 
reception centres have meant to the local communities beyond the 
specific tasks associated with the centre’s operations and the 
settlement of refugees. The most important point to emerge was 
that it laid the foundations for a more multicultural society. 
Reception centres in municipalities with few immigrants served to 
make immigrants more commonplace and to pave the way for 
settlement. Decentralized reception centres served to familiarize 
property owners with refugees and immigrants as tenants. Positive 
experiences may in turn provide easier access to the rental market 
for this group at a later stage. Several reception centres pursue a 
strategy of renting houses in neighbourhoods where there are few 
immigrants. In this manner, the majority population obtains 
experience of refugees living in ordinary neighbourhoods. 
Furthermore, settled refugees led to more labour and new 
enterprises. It was pointed out that municipalities that were 
inclusive and open laid a foundation for innovation, which could 
have positive effects locally. Finally, the variety within the minority 
population with regard to countries of origin and their reasons for 
staying in Norway was also pointed out as an advantage for the 
local, multicultural society. It resulted in greater diversity. 
Decentralized reception centres and settlement of 
refugees – paths to success 
Three conditions have an impact on the extent to which the 
coupling of decentralized reception centres with settlement of 
refugees in the same municipality will be successful. These concern 
cooperation, commitment and expertise, and municipal social 
housing policies. 
 
Cooperation 
The owners of the centres, the reception centres and the municipal 
administrations agreed that positive cooperation locally was crucial 
to a successful operation of a reception centre. The earlier in this 
process the owners and the municipality engage in dialogue, the 
greater the likelihood of a continued positive cooperation during 



the operative period. The three sets of actors emphasized that 
appropriate arenas for collaboration and contact had to be 
formally established as well as maintained during the current 
operation of the reception centre. 
The owners of the centres emphasized that for the reception centre to 
function well in the local community, the asylum seekers as 
individuals also needed to function well locally. In order to 
succeed, the reception centres need to act as door openers into the 
local community. The reception centres need to provide 
information, and demonstrate and facilitate contacts and meetings 
between individuals, asylum seekers and local inhabitants. 
Specifically, the reception centres needed to contribute to 
establishing trust and confidence in relationships in various local 
arenas. The role of the reception centre in ‘establishing positive 
narratives of reception centres and asylum seekers in the local 
community’ was another key element that was pointed out. This 
could serve to counterbalance the stigmatization of asylum seekers 
in the national media and encourage positive attitudes locally. 
 
Commitment and expertise 
The municipalities emphasized that good work with regard to 
reception centres and recently settled refugees requires 
commitment. Municipal staff must have patience, time and an 
interest in this type of work. They must have a commitment with 
respect to the individuals concerned and be able to develop the 
municipality’s skills, knowledge and expertise in this field of 
activity. Some municipal administrations emphasized the 
importance of organizing their efforts to ensure development of 
municipal expertise associated with the follow-up of reception 
centres and settlement of refugees. A strong professional 
environment could serve to support the municipality’s work and 
development of expertise in this field. 
 
Adequate social housing policy – successful settlement of 
refugees 
The final point concerns the identification of appropriate methods 
and solutions that can serve to facilitate municipal housing policies 
with regard to refugees and other marginalized groups. 
Municipalities that engaged deliberately to achieve a steady 
turnover in municipal housing also made active efforts to follow 
up residents in municipal housing. This involved active effort to 
ensure that refugees find employment and a regular income that 
gradually will enable them to find housing of their own. The 
turnover frees municipal housing units for new refugees and other 
marginalized individuals, and ensures that the municipality is less 
dependent in the private rental market. The municipality is thereby 
able to implement its social housing policy despite the reception 
centre or any other competing actors in the local rental market. 
The municipal administrations that succeeded in achieving 
turnover made active use of the Housing Bank. The Housing Bank 
was engaged to obtain a greater number of suitable housing units 
for settlement of various groups of refugees (unaccompanied 
minors, large families etc.) and to provide guidance to those who 
could be motivated to purchase a dwelling of their own. 


