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Foreword 
Social Change Initiative collaborates with activists, policy makers and funders to deliver lasting 
social change. In 2015, at the height of tensions around the arrival of increased numbers of 
refugees and migrants into Europe, we were asked if we could help to tackle the pervasive, negative 
narratives about migration and migrants. In response we were able to mobilize resources to 
establish the Migration Narrative Project (MNP). SCI is grateful to The Atlantic Philanthropies and 
the Human Dignity Foundation which provided funds to enable SCI to support the initiative. SCI 
would also like to acknowledge the wide range of donors who have supported our partners in their 
narrative change work.

The MNP began with groundbreaking segmentation research in France, Germany, Italy and Greece 
followed by efforts to enhance the capacity of NGO networks in those countries to develop new 
communications approaches and more effective inclusive narratives. SCI supported lead partners 
in each country to pilot new methods to shift the public narrative.

Much of the work is still evolving and underway but what follows here is a detailed account of how 
the work has unfolded in France. While it is too early to offer definitive conclusions on the impact of 
the project, we believe that there are already a number of positive results. We hope that others will be 
encouraged by the progress made and that the insights presented will help to shape further efforts.

This case study tells the story of the creation and implementation of new, inclusive migration 
messaging within the Catholic NGO sector in France. The project is a coalition effort that includes 
members of Destin Commun, Secours Catholique, Jesuit Refugee Service, CCFD - Terre Solidaire 
and the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of France. SCI thanks the coalition members who have 
generously shared the story of their journey. The groups continue to expand their member training 
and to employ new communications approaches in support of the welcoming message of Pope 
Francis. A second case study, telling the story of a pilot project using segmentation research in 
Germany can be found on our website.

SCI is grateful to all our MNP partners throughout Europe. Your tenacity and commitment to 
transforming the narrative on migration is inspiring. We are honoured to work alongside you.

Martin O’Brien
Executive Director
Social Change Initiative
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1https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/refugees-keep-streaming-into-europe-as-crisis-continues-
unabated/2015/09/06/8a330572-5345-11e5-b225-90edbd49f362_story.html

Overview
Like many other European countries, France has 
been profoundly impacted by widening economic 
disparities, a wave of terrorist attacks and the influx 
of refugees fleeing conflicts raging at the borders 
of Europe. These societal changes have bolstered 
the French far-right who have long been promoting 
a protectionist agenda and blaming migrants, in 
particular Muslims, for France’s woes. France’s 
tougher immigration policies and legislation reflect 
this shift to the right. 

While they may seem outside the mainstream, 
French Catholics and Catholic institutions 
nonetheless contribute to the migration debate. 
Like many other French people, they too are 
vulnerable to far-right narratives and increasingly 
see migration as a threat to their identity and the 
country’s economy. In 2015, in the midst of what has 
come to be known as the ‘refugee crisis,’ the Pope1 
called Catholics to lead by example and welcome 
refugees. In doing so, he sent a strong message 
about Catholic faith values;

Catholicism must be, first and 
foremost, a religion that promotes 
humanism, solidarity and tolerance. 

In 2018, Destin Commun, the Jesuit Refugee 
Service, Secours Catholique, the Bishops’ 
Conference of France and CCFD - Terre Solidaire, 
decided to partner to find ways to combat anti-
migrant narratives among Catholics. Informed by 
new segmentation opinion research they found 
that a large portion of Catholics feel anxious about 
migrants and refugees coming to France, but their 
faith nonetheless drives them to welcome and help 
the most vulnerable. These Catholics are described 
as the ambivalent middle. For the past two years, 
the partner organizations have sought to respond 
to Catholics’ anxieties and have entered into a 
dialogue with this ambivalent middle to change 
their perceptions of migrants and refugees.

The following story recounts this journey, the 
significant changes that have already come about 
and their impact on the migration debate.
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I. Destin Commun and the French Catholic 
organizations: the making of a partnership 

• The ‘Migrant Group’: Catholics’ response to the migration crisis  

  Following the Pope’s 2015 announcement, France’s Bishops tasked four Catholic organizations, 
Secours Catholique (Caritas France), the Bishops’ Conference, Jesuit Refugee Service and 
CCFD - Terre Solidaire (Comité Catholique Contre la Faim et pour le Développement) with 
improving Catholic solidarity towards migrants. 

  Together they established a working group with staff from each organisation, which they called 
the ‘Migrant Group.’ While each organisation holds different mandates and reaches different 
Catholic communities, they had all already been involved in aiding migrants.

  The Bishops’ Conference manages Church matters within France and drove the Vatican’s call 
for Catholics to assist refugees and migrants. Within the Conference, a special bureau, ‘la 
pastorale des migrants,’ oversees all matters related to migrants, while a network of 65 local 
delegates organize migrant solidarity actions at the parish level.

  Secours Catholique’s mission is to fight social exclusion. It operates through a network of 70,000 
volunteers spread over 75 local offices, providing direct assistance to vulnerable individuals, 
including migrants and refugees.

  Jesuit Refugee Service advocates for the rights of refugees and asylum seekers and provides 
direct assistance in France and in 55 countries around the world.

  Finally, CCFD - Terre Solidaire provides direct food and work assistance in 63 countries. In 
France, their work supports migrant integration. They oversee a network of 15,000 volunteers.

The Migrant Group

CCFD - Terre SolidaireThe Bishops’ 
Conference

Jesuit Refugee 
ServiceSecours Catholique
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• Catholics’ anxiety about migrants  
  Migration is a topic that divides the Church. “We can’t talk about migration in a peaceful way,” 

reports a member of the Secours Catholique. The Pope’s call for advancing Catholic principles 
of tolerance and altruism was met with reservations within both leadership and communities.

  Over the years, many French Catholic organizations have noticed a growing tension towards 
migrants and refugees in their local solidarity programs. Volunteers increasingly reported cases 
of hostile discourse. At the Secours Catholique, “we would increasingly hear things from our field 
volunteers saying, ‘it is becoming very problematic. People feel free to say things. There is more racism 
and xenophobia.’ ” Other volunteers expressed concerns about what they saw as “migrants taking 
away resources from native French people.” Beneficiaries of local services, who are often socially 
marginalized, also started sharing the same discontent and hostility towards migrants. 

  These local instances of hostility seemed to reveal a disconnect between national headquarters 
and local groups. Headquarters had been struggling to mobilize Catholic audiences beyond 
those already engaged in their networks. Many of those interviewed for this case study 
described a typical event that they often organize in support of migrants, and which vividly 
illustrates this disconnect. “When we organize an event to talk about migrants’ rights, we often 
show a film about a migrant story, and then we have conversations about it. We have a great time, 
but we feel that we don’t really reach beyond those who usually come.” The films did not seem to 
resonate with anyone but pro-migrant activists. “We are talking to an echo chamber.”

• Segmentation: a new way to understand French society  
  In 2017, the international think tank More in Common, in conjunction with Social Change 

Initiative, published ‘Attitudes Towards Refugees, Immigrants, and Identity in France’ which 
analyzed the opinions of French people on issues related to French identity, immigration, 
refugees and Islam. The novel aspect of the study was its segmentation analysis, which 
categorizes the population into segments of opinion. The segments group people together 
according to their emotional and intellectual responses to survey questions which reveal 
attitudes; socio-economic status, age, gender and political affiliations are also taken into 
account. Segments therefore reflect the various factors driving opinion, providing a more 
accurate snapshot of what the public thinks and feels. In the French study, five segments of 
French society were identified. They span from the most open to the most closed opinions 
towards migrants and refugees.

30%
Multiculturalists

Most open

17%
Identitarian 
Nationalists

Most closed

17%
Economically 

Insecure

15%
Humanitarians

21%
The Left Behind
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Much like the segmentation research conducted simultaneously in Germany, the findings 
challenged common assumptions about France’s migration debate. The study showed that the 
debate is not as polarized as commonly presumed. While economic anxiety drives much of the 
hostility towards migrants, French people are also concerned about growing social divisions, 
economic inequality and issues of discrimination and racism. 

On the open end of the spectrum, ‘Multiculturalists’ - 30% of French people - welcome 
immigration and celebrate diversity. At the other end of the spectrum, ‘Identitarian nationalists’ 
are the most hostile to migration, and wish France would close its border to protect its identity 
and national security. They represent 17% of the population. In between these two groups, 
three other segments form a larger part of the population (52%), otherwise known as the 
‘ambivalent middle.’ Their opinions can be favourable to migrants on certain topics and anti-
migrant on others. Often, this ambivalence is the result of an anxiety aggravated by economic 
hardship. ‘The left behind’ are the most concerned about economic precarity. They are also 
the most negative middle segment in relation to migrants and refugees. The ‘Economically 
insecure’ are resistant to welcoming migrants, but to a lesser extent than the ‘The left behind’ 
while ‘Humanitarians’ are the most optimistic middle segment. 

Given the prominence of French far-right political parties, More in Common concluded 
the 2017 study with an urgent call to keep people from growing further apart. Based on the 
findings, they encouraged activists to focus on the ambivalent middle who already display 
some favourable views towards migrants and refugees and, as a result, are more likely to 
develop further solidarity. The report recommended actions that simultaneously help to 
integrate migrants and address French people’s anxiety. 

Following publication, More in Common staff introduced the research to French civil society 
organizations defending and assisting migrants, including the Secours Catholique and the 
Jesuit Refugee Service. For the first time, the segmentation research provided them with a way 
to understand the attitudes witnessed among their communities and volunteer groups. 

In late 2017, More in Common opened an office in Paris, which became Destin Commun. 
Destin Commun then entered into a partnership with the four Catholic groups. Their intention 
was to use the research to address the growing anti-migrant sentiments among Catholics. 
Three factors presented a strong case for this partnership:

 

 Catholics seemed to be the quintessential middle group

  Destin Commun saw, in Catholics, a chance to work and connect with a quintessentially 
ambivalent group.

  “You always have this feeling in France that there are either super open 
Catholics, (...) open to migration, even open to gay marriage, and on 
the other hand super closed, and conservative Catholics. We thought it 
was very interesting to dig into that, and that we could probably find 
even more complicated positions and nuances.”

  This represented a chance to test whether ambivalence offered a true opportunity to increase 
openness and tolerance for migrants.
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 Half of the population is Catholic

  In France, one in two people identify as Catholic. This presents a prime opportunity to 
impact a significant part of the population. In fact, despite the significance of the laïcité 
principle2, Catholicism is strongly anchored in France’s culture and tradition.

 

 The Church supported the project

  The partnership was facilitated by the fact that the Catholic ‘Migrant Group’ already existed, 
and that the Church was behind it. “We (Destin Commun) could rely on a working group already 
in place, and whose focus was to develop concerted actions around migrants.” Having the Church’s 
support was also a sign that the organizations would be committed to working together and 
finding consensus. 

 

2Laïcité is the French term for secularism. The principle is enshrined in France’s Constitution. It guarantees freedom of 
religion and the State’s neutrality vis-à-vis any religion. In recent years, the principle has been the subject of legislation, 
which has stirred public debate. Today, under the principle of laïcité, France prohibits wearing any religious signs, including 
the Muslim headscarf, in public institutions such as State agencies, schools or any other institutions that represent the State.
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II. Understanding Catholics’ opinions:
myth-busting and opportunities 

The first thing that the ‘Migrant Group’ and Destin Commun agreed was that to guide 
their work together, they needed more detailed information about themselves and 
their audience.

• An internal survey and a second round of segmentation research
  To gain a better understanding of Catholics’ attitudes towards migrants, the partners decided 

to run two studies: a segmentation study that surveyed only Catholics, and an internal survey 
of staff and volunteers of the ‘Migrant Group.’ 

  Destin Commun conducted the segmentation research on the Catholic population through a 
combination of quantitative (phone calls to poll a sample of the population) and qualitative 
(focus groups) methods. Their analysis resulted in the report ‘Attitudes and Perceptions 
Towards Migrants Among French Catholics.’

  The internal study gathered data on problems and reactions that staff encountered when 
assisting migrants and refugees, or when the topic of migration arose in conversation. The 
survey also asked participants to offer their opinions and ideas as to what might be done to 
address negative attitudes. “We wanted to give people a platform to tell us what they had heard, 
what they felt. It was also important to get a sense of their emotions and morale and to invite 
them to self-evaluate, self-critique.” Central staff of the ‘Migrant Group’ also used the study to 
strategically prepare their networks to begin a conversation on changes needed to address 
growing anti-migrant sentiments among Catholics. 

• Comparing the results: an, aha, moment 
  In May 2018, the results of both studies were presented at a seminar of 150 people from the 

four Catholic organizations, including leadership, staff, and grassroots volunteers. 

  Members of Destin Commun recalled: “There was a wow effect.” Comparing the two studies 
brought to light a stark difference between what staff perceived, and how Catholics as a whole, 
truly felt. The internal survey confirmed that staff and volunteers perceived an increase in 
xenophobic and anti-migrant positions. Morale was low and they felt their work was not 
having an impact. 

  However, the segmentation research painted a much more nuanced reality. It found that 
many Catholics actually hold hesitant and contradictory opinions about migration. They 
are ambivalent. Many Catholics feel negative and hostile on subjects related to the presence 
and integration of migrants and refugees in France. Yet, they equally care about helping and 
welcoming them. In fact, the segmentation revealed that most Catholics agree with the Pope 
and feel generally more positive about migration than the rest of the French population. For 
the Catholic organizations on the project, this was a relief:

  “We thought this study was going to show that Catholics are worse 
than the rest of the French people because, in general, that is what 
comes out in other opinion polls. Catholics are often more on the right 
of politics, sometimes on the far right. We thought this study was going 
to be bad. But, in fact, it was not. It was very encouraging.”
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• Who are the Catholic segments?

  The Catholic segmentation resembles that of the general population. Two polarized 
groups, the Multiculturalists and the Nationalist Catholics, sit at the extremes of an opinion 
spectrum. In between, three groups represent the middle: Economic pragmatists, Culturally 
insecure Catholics and Secularized nationalists. 

  

  The Multiculturalist Catholics (21%) are the most optimistic group. They value diversity, believe 
that migrants have contributed to French culture, and that France has a duty to welcome 
them. They are young, educated, with low to middle income. They tend to vote for leftwing 
political parties. On the other end of the spectrum are the Nationalist Catholics (15%). They 
think France has accepted too many immigrants and that borders should be closed to future 
migrants. They are an older group. Most of them are pensioners with lower income. 

  Among the middle segments, Culturally insecure Catholics (22%) are the most ambivalent. 
Most of them are women over 50 years old. They are concerned about Catholic identity 
disappearing, yet, they also believe they share similar values with Muslims. They believe the 
Pope is right, but they are anxious about the consequences of migration and how it might 
change France’s culture. The two other middle segments are respectively closer to each 
extreme. Economic pragmatists (24% of Catholics) are similar to Multiculturalists in that they 
are young, highly educated, agree that immigration is good for France and that migrants are 
willing to integrate. Their ambivalence lies in their anxiety about Islam. On the other side, 
Secularized nationalists (18% of Catholics) view globalization negatively and believe that 
Government is prioritizing migrants to their detriment. They are mostly between 35 and 49 
years old, less educated, and tend to vote for the far-right parties. They are ambivalent because 
they do not see Islam as incompatible with France.

21%
Multiculturalist 

Catholics
Most open

15%
Nationalist 
Catholics
Most closed

22%
Culturally Insecure 

Catholics 

24%
Economic 

Pragmatists

18%
Secularized 
Nationalists
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Economic Pragmatists
•   18-35 years old
•   Highly educated & high income
•   Believes France benefits from migration & migrants are willing to integrate
•   Believes Islam is not a problem, but Muslim migrants should keep low profile
•   Voted for La République en Marche
•   20% practicing Catholics

Culturally Insecure Catholics
•   50-75 years old
•   60% women
•   Middle income
•   Believes France’s identity is disappearing
•   Believes Islam has growing influence, but shares values with Catholicism
•   32% practicing Catholics

Secularized Nationalists
• 35-49 years old
• Middle income & less qualified
• Believes Government prioritizes migrants
•  Believes Islam is not incompatible with France, does not want Muslims living 

close to them
• More vote for far-right political parties 
• Non-practicing Catholics

• A unique opportunity: Catholics are mainly ambivalent
  What the segmentation showed is that Catholics are not so different than the rest of the French 

population in many ways. They tend to feel pessimistic about the future and the economy, and 
many of them feel at a loss in a world that is changing. Yet, compared to the overall population, 
Catholics may present a unique opportunity to promote pro-migrant positions and reshape 
the migration debate. The finding that Catholics hold more positive views towards migrants 
than the rest of the population is crucial. In one example of this 61% of Catholics are against 
closing the borders compared to 29% of the overall population. They are also less hostile to 
Islam; half of Catholics surveyed believe they share similar values with Muslims, and it does 
not concern them that migrants may come from Muslim countries. 

  The study also confirmed that Catholics are truly an ambivalent group: 64% of Catholics are 
ambivalent compared to 52% for the general population. Most strikingly, the study found 
an absence of correlation between Catholics’ attitudes and their actions: “You may have the 
hardest opinion about migrants and refugees, but you may at the same time give donations to your 
church to help them.” For instance, 23% of the most hostile group, the Nationalist Catholics, 
reported giving donations to migrant programmes. 40% of Catholics claim their faith moves 
them to donate or engage in volunteer actions. As a Catholic, a person can be driven to help the 
most vulnerable, but as an individual holding fears and anxieties, one can express negativity, 
intolerance and xenophobia.

  Bearing in mind that half of the French population identifies as Catholic, these findings were 
encouraging and confirmed Destin Commun’s intuition that it is appropriate to engage the 
Catholic population. “It’s a gem because there are thus multiple ways to engage and mobilize 
them.” Catholics’ ambivalence is an opportunity to change the migration debate.
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III. Creating a methodology:
how to go from segmentation to action? 

• Building a methodology progressively and intuitively

  Following the May 2018 seminar, many in the ‘Migrant Group’ networks were eager to 
understand how the segmentation research would change their practices and help foster 
openness and tolerance. Many organisation leaders and staff wondered:

  “What should we do to encourage and facilitate the integration of 
refugees and migrants? How do we create truly effective communication 
and other strategies?”

  However, some seminar participants felt doubtful and even skeptical of segmentation: “You 
want us to categorize people, to do some marketing stuff?” Still others felt confused as to how 
to translate findings into action. 

  As a result, instead of rushing to create a campaign immediately, it seemed that a more 
iterative method would be necessary. Destin Commun knew the study would first need to 
be made comprehensible and pertinent for Catholic organizations so they decided to focus 
on equipping the staff and volunteers with tools to understand the segmentation, while also 
teaching them how to take advantage of the ambivalence of the middle groups.
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• The guidebook

  As a first building block, Destin 
Commun produced the guidebook 
‘Encouraging Changes of Perceptions 
of Migrants’. 

 Personify the segmentation

  The guidebook starts by illustrating 
each segment with fictional people 
that are easily recognized - the 
‘personas.’ It is easier to understand the 
segmentation when it is personified. 
The Destin Commun team recalled:

  “The personas changed everything. All 
of a sudden, people felt that they were in 
front of people they knew. Personas allow 
the research to take shape in a way that 
the data and statistics cannot.”
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  The segments then become individual stories with names, often caricatural in nature. For 
example, a Multiculturalist Catholic is embodied by ‘Maxime,’ a 37-year-old schoolteacher 
who lives in a big city in Brittany, votes for a leftwing political party and is involved in the 
Catholic workers union. He shops organic. These fictional stories are also helpful to illustrate 
the contradictions of the middle. For instance, ‘Catherine’ is a Culturally insecure Catholic. 
She is 56 years old, a stay-at-home mother of four children who lives in a small town in the 
centre of France. She is engaged as a volunteer with the local parish. As a second mosque is 
being built in her town, she cannot help but feeling anxious. She appreciates that Muslims 
want to observe their religion, but she is worried that they are increasingly present and 
visible. She feels more comfortable helping Christian refugees.
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  Pick your segment: Who is your audience? Who are you? What is your objective? 
  Following the personification of the segments, the guidebook then introduces a series of 

questions for staff and volunteers who may be planning an action to increase support for 
migrants. Using the segmentation, the questions prompt the reader to identify two essential 
elements: the audience – which segment to speak to; and the messenger - who should speak 
to the audience? These questions form the backbone of what would become described among 
the Catholic groups as “Destin Commun’s approach.”

    1.  Who am I talking to?3

  • Who is my audience? 
  • What segments are they in? 
  • Who do I want to reach in priority? 

 2. Why am I speaking? 
  • Am I trying to change the perception of migrants by my target audience? 
  • Am I mobilizing my target audience to take concrete actions?

 3. Who am I?
  • Where do I fall in the segmentation? What are my own ambivalences?
  • Do I hold any bias against my audience?

 4. On behalf of whom do I speak?
  • Who do I represent? 
  • Am I speaking on behalf of an institution? 
  • Do I speak as a Catholic? As a citizen? How influential am I?

   

  Destin Commun’s approach rests on the premise that a dialogue between the audience and the 
messenger is a necessary, preliminary condition, to develop actions that can change perceptions 
on migration, foster solidarity and create more openness towards the other. The message is 
important, but to achieve impact, the audience must be willing to listen to and be receptive to 
the messenger. Destin Commun calls this “creating resonance with the audience.” Hence, the 
questions addressing the role of the messenger (who am I? who do I speak for?) prompt staff 
and volunteers to assess their own capacity to be a messenger. They must consider how they 
are perceived, what their own biases and perceptions may be and how these could negatively 
impact dialogue with their audience. An appropriate messenger increases the chance of the 
message being heard and, consequently, often holds an influential position in a community 
and/or inspires trust – they could be a religious leader, a community leader, etc. 

  The volunteer or the staff member must choose the audience that it wishes to influence. It 
could be the beneficiaries of a local centre, a parish community, a Catholic school, etc. “Why 
am I speaking” is a question that stresses the importance of the objective in picking the 
audience. Destin Commun explains: 

   “Do you want to reach people that are already somehow engaged and 
already come to your events? Or, do you want to make sure that people 
who have not been in contact with you can be reached. What do you 
want? It won’t be the same strategies, and it won’t be the same segment.” 

 
3Translated from the French
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 Ignore the extremes, engage with the middle

   While the methodology can apply to all segments, Destin Commun recommends prioritizing 
engaging with middle segments. These segments already show signs of support and sentiments 
of solidarity, and in this respect, are an easier audience to convince than Nationalist Catholics. 
The middle’s ambivalence means they can move towards more negative or more favourable 
opinions on migration. The urgency is to move them further towards a more open inclination. 
However, the middle is stuck between two extreme segments - the Multiculturalists and the 
Nationalist Catholics - who are polarizing the migration debate. While the Nationalist Catholics 
may pull the middle towards greater feelings of hostility towards migrants and refugees by 
spreading anti-migrant narratives, the Multiculturalists equally push the middle away with 
guilt sentiments and messages of judgment.

  As a result, Destin Commun proposes that less attention should be paid to the extreme 
segments in order to lessen their grip on the middle. However, the team also recognizes the 
inherent ambivalence of Catholics, regardless of segmentation. It cannot be dismissed that 
23% of the most closed group, Nationalist Catholics, donate to support actions in favour of 
migrants. With caution, this behaviour can be encouraged. “It depends on your organisation’s 
mission, main audience and capacity.” Likewise, it may also be appropriate to address Catholic 
Multiculturalists to explain the opportunity offered by ambivalent Catholics and have them 
support this type of engagement. 

 Pick the middle audience within your reach

  Each middle segment presents different routes to engagement. For each of them, the 
guidebook contains suggestions of messages, actions and types of messengers.4 However, 
Destin Commun advises targeting segments who are within reach:

  “What we recommend is to (…) Try to first reach people that understand 
your message a tiny bit. Then go a bit further step by step.”

  This means picking the audience that is not only primed to understand the message, but who, 
with the right approach, may also be willing to engage. 

  Of the middle segments, Secularized nationalists are often the hardest to reach for Catholic 
organizations, because they are distant from the Church and feel little attachment to their 
faith. Thus, they are less likely to be receptive to messages conveyed by Catholic institutions. As 
a result, Secours Catholique decided not to prioritize Secularized nationalists: “Since they feel 
distant from the Church, what we say will not have much effect.” In contrast, Culturally insecure 
Catholics feel ambivalent about migrants, but their strong attachment to Catholic faith means 
they are often already quite active in Catholic solidarity actions. As for Economic pragmatists, 
while they are not as engaged, and can easily feel powerless when shown images or stories of 
migrants, Destin Commun suggest showing them how their engagement can actually make a 
difference: “They have more socio-economic power; they can make a difference by donating or 
using their influence to convince big institutions.”

  Ultimately, each organization must determine which segment to prioritize based on their own 
objective, resources, capacities and regional realities. Destin Commun expressed caution: “We 
are not telling them not to target Secularized nationalists. We tell them to be careful. It will require 
investing a lot of energy.”

4p 17-33 of the guidebook.
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staff trained

staff ambassadors
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dissemination and training 
in their own region

guidebooks
distributed across 
partner’s network
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26 15,000

• Spreading the approach by training ambassadors

  Following its release, the guidebook was first distributed and presented to regional groups 
of volunteers from the Secours Catholique and the Bishops’ Conference. Soon, the ‘Migrant 
Group’ started asking for more trainings, and Destin Commun realized that the guide could 
not simply be introduced and distributed; it would require additional support for a proper 
diffusion and integration of the methodology. 

  Destin Commun decided to create training modules and pedagogical tools5 for a select 
number of staff and volunteers who would act as ambassadors. Ambassadors would be 
carefully selected for their willingness and ability to distribute the segmentation approach, 
and would be anchored in different networks, often at a local level. 

  For this case study, Destin Commun reflected on the necessity of these trainings:

  “We trained ambassadors and disseminated the research instead of doing 
a campaign. Why? Because how we approach changing perceptions is a 
deep and long-term work that requires collective dialogue.”

  These trainings proved to be essential to ensure that staff and volunteers understood the 
methodology and its implications for their daily work. 

5A series of toolkits and templates were developed by Destin Commun’s team to support the ambassadors’ training. The 
materials were consulted for this case study, but they are not public. Destin Commun can share these resources upon request. 

Destin Commun delivers 5 different training modules to reach a wide range of staff; from national 
managers to grass roots volunteers. This has resulted in:
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IV. Targeting the Catholic anxious middle:
a self-transformation process

The partnership between Destin Commun and the ‘Migrant Group’ originally 
sought to take advantage of the segmentation, and the existence of the ambivalent 
middle, to help the Catholic organizations create better communications and 
assistance strategies to change perceptions of migrants and refugees. In fact, what 
happened was a deep and long process of reflection on the importance of shifting 
attitudes within the Catholic organizations, so they could renew dialogue with the 
middle as a first step towards changing their perceptions. 

• The ambivalence within

  Destin Commun’s approach revolves around the necessity to establish a dialogue with the 
middle audience to change their attitudes. However, the internal survey highlighted the 
absence of any such dialogue in Catholic communities and in Catholic organizations. Staff 
realized for the first time that ambivalence existed in their own organizations. Within their 
ranks, some people feel conflicted about migration. They are often afraid to express it, and it 
becomes a source of anxiety that can impact their work. “This was a big revelation for the staff.”

  This realization helped staff and volunteers see the middle in themselves and understand that 
the middle is reluctant to engage because their ambivalence makes them shy away from taking 
positions. “Because they are conflicted, it is not them (the middle) who speak up during a meeting 
to say they do not agree. We did not realize there was a middle because the extremes are louder.” 

• Attitude shift before narrative shift

  Additionally, the methodology’s focus on the importance of the messenger pushed staff and 
volunteers to consider their messenger role and brought to light how some may have been 
closing down the dialogue with middle segments. “Most staff and volunteers know that when 
they talk about migration, a lot of people leave. They have been wondering why.” They started 
to ask: ‘Who am I in the segmentation? What are my biases against the audience? What are 
my own ambivalences? How does the audience perceive me?’ 

  The questions had a profound effect. Many people started realizing they were not the best 
messengers. Staff from the Secours Catholique described these self-introspections: “It was 
quite intense and emotional. It is an internal process. People would ask themselves: ‘as a grassroots 
volunteer who’s always been engaged in politics, or as a white, middle class person from the urban 
suburbs, how am I perceived? How do I myself create tension and close the debate? Do I have 
biases? Yes, I do. How can I change my attitude so I can let the other change their attitude too?” 

  Going through the training on effective messengers revealed to the ‘Migrant Group’ that 
there was internal work to do first. “We figured out that if we wanted to change attitudes about 
migration, we would need first to shift the attitudes of (some of) the activists.” It was evident that 
to change the perceptions of the middle and the narratives that influence these audiences, 
Catholic organizations would need to revisit how they communicate to middle audiences. 
They would need to understand better what prevents dialogue and how they could resume it.
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• Allow ambivalence

  Polarizing conversations can become emotional. They exacerbate the middle’s anxiety and 
result in the message being lost. As a member of the Secours Catholique summarizes it: “It is 
necessary not to trigger the person in front of you to the point that they stop listening. You need to 
come with an intention to discuss these issues.” The objective is not to create a deadlock situation 
where positions on migration cannot be moved.

  Those willing to talk to middle audiences should accept that the middle can feel conflicted 
about migration. Destin Commun suggests allowing ambivalence to be expressed. Culturally 
insecure Catholics are, for instance, concerned that Catholic faith might disappear. They are 
afraid that migrants, particularly Muslim migrants, will accelerate this phenomenon. Their 
fear is also compounded by the fact that they already feel embarrassed and uncomfortable 
expressing their faith in a country that has shown a staunch commitment to secularism. Yet 
faith is what drives these Catholics to welcome the other and actively engage in actions in 
favour of migrants. 

• Meet the middle on neutral ground

  “If you want to move people to be more open and welcoming of 
migrants, you need to meet them where their values are.”

  Staff at the Catholic organizations recognized that they frequently opt for language 
rooted in human rights and universalism. In doing so, they have not been able to reach 
beyond their usual, committed audiences. 

  Messaging to the middle means expanding the set of traditionally progressive values to 
include values that also matter to the middle. Destin Commun recommends meeting the 
middle on neutral ground by opting for ‘third’ values. These are not strictly progressive 
values nor strictly middle values. They are the moral values that social psychology describes 
as being shared by all humans: purity, care, authority, loyalty, fairness and freedom. Each 
value matters differently to each segment. Catholic Multiculturalists, for instance, mostly 
care about three moral values (fairness, care and freedom). So do the middle segments, but 
they also value authority and loyalty. 

  Similarly, Destin Commun advises picking third topics or neutral spaces that can serve as entry 
points. They recognize that “often we can’t start the dialogue by talking about migration.” These 
neutral spaces differ for each segment. For Culturally insecure Catholics, faith is the entry 
point. Consequently, the guidebook suggests actions centred around the Church community 
such as inter-religious meetings or Bible study groups. In contrast, Economic pragmatists and 
Secularized nationalists are more likely to engage through sports, cultural events, and any 
activities involving collegiality which emphasize neither religion nor migration, but which 
remind them that society is about participating in communities equally. 

6France’s laïcité has been so extensively legislated in the last twenty years that many scholars, pundits and religious 
leaders have denounced its tendency to wipe out religious expression altogether. 
7Destin Commun draws from the work of American social-psychologist, Jonathan Haidt to identify these common values. 
Jonathan Haidt identifies them as “moral foundations.”
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V. Evaluating, reflecting, reviewing

Evaluation is key to understanding whether Destin Commun’s approach has 
been adopted, whether it is prompting changes and what kind of changes it 
has triggered. Are attitudes shifting? Are actions being created? Is a dialogue 
happening with the middle?

• Noticing attitudes changing within the organizations

  Staff who have worked on this project have noticed how Destin Commun’s approach has 
changed them personally: “It has completely changed my way of working. We go through the 
questions: who am I speaking to? Am I the right person? What am I trying to achieve? Who do we 
need to reach for this particular project and why?” Many staff have discovered they belong to the 
Multiculturalist segment, and that their own prejudices would often inform their messages. 

  Destin Commun has sought to capture this change in attitude. At the end of each training, 
ambassadors were asked to fill out a form to evaluate the lessons learned. The feedback shows 
that most participants have assimilated the approach. For Catholic organizations, the results 
are striking:

 

  “It has allowed people, staff and volunteers, who were trained to take a 
step back in their work and to avoid going into conflict but rather listen.”

• Evaluating the methodology to make a case for it
  Destin Commun’s team stresses the importance of evaluation in all its forms. They use written 

feedback, group reflection and one-to-one discussions. Because so much of this project has 
been built one step at a time, the team emphasizes: “We evaluate to make sure we’re on the right 
path” before moving onto the next step.

  The Catholic organizations are also interested in demonstrating how this methodology can 
be applied beyond migration. In fact, most volunteer networks work simultaneously on a 
variety of other fronts. At Secours Catholique, where local volunteers tend to different types 
of vulnerabilities, staff believe Destin Commun’s approach is relevant to all aspects of their 
work. Destin Commun stresses that evaluation should also enable organizations to test the 
methodology in other areas where the audience includes members of the middle segments. 
“The approach in itself and all the practices and solutions that we propose can work across sectors; 
it can go to collecting funds, to communications, advocacy for social inequalities, etc.” 

  Importantly, evaluation is needed to convince the organization’s management of the method 
and prompt them to allocate the support and resources to move the project further. Destin 
Commun suggests,

  

  “If we want to reach broader, it has to be a programme within all of 
these organizations and to make it a programme, we need to make sure 
the product is viable.”

8They can be found in the guidebook, pp 17-19
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VI. Lessons from the challenges
encountered in building the methodology

• Personal resistance 

  Early on, staff and volunteers who were most engaged in the migration debate showed the 
strongest resistance. Some of them criticized the segmentation, but many more felt resistant 
to a methodology that seemed to suggest doing their work differently.

   “Calling yourself into question, changing your way of 
communicating, it is challenging.” 

  It meant that people suddenly had to face that the way they had been working was not 
always impactful. 

  For Destin Commun, “it meant we were not in front of a public that was ready to hear what we 
had to say.” Therefore, for the first round of training, they recruited participants who showed 
willingness, who had expressed a need for change, and those with the necessary influence 
to convince others in their organizations: regional managers, coordinators and leaders of 
volunteer teams “People who are fed up with the fact that the same people are coming to the same 
events.” Early on, it became clear that people who had been working with mixed audiences 
were more likely to have witnessed ambivalence in action, and thus better understood the 
need to adapt to speak to the middle.

• Organizations and cultural change

  The partner organizations initially seemed resistant to change also. Many in the ‘Migrant 
Group’ pointed out that colleagues in other departments did not seem to grasp what the 
methodology entailed. “Our communications department is interested in the segmentation, but I 
am not sure they understood it actually means shifting your attitude first.” 

  Early support of the Church’s higher chain of command in France, the Bishops’ Conference, 
ultimately brought the project to life. Destin Commun was able to present the initial 
findings of the ‘Catholic segmentation’ at the plenary assembly of the Bishops’ Conference. 
The team recalled:

  “The presentation before all the French Bishops was a game 
changer. From the moment the Bishops supported the project, it 
went much easier.”

•  Attitude shift requires willingness and time 

  Questioning and revisiting long-acquired attitudes takes time. Staff and volunteers in the Catholic 
networks would need time to assimilate the approach and understand their role as messenger. 
For the partners on this project, this meant delaying the moment to start intervening in actual 



narrative change work and focusing first on changing internal attitudes that may prevent 
dialogue with the middle. This is something that the ‘Migrant Group’ and Destin Commun had 
to come to terms with: “This type of work is meant for deeper and longer impact.”

•  Working with networks is more impactful but it is a long process

  Working with four different Catholic organizations represented a unique chance to reach more 
networks and obtain a larger impact. However, it also required the effective coordination of different 
work cultures and practices. Destin Commun acted as a coordinator for the group, supervising the 
training and developing the necessary pedagogical tools to create a solid foundation.

  Another challenge when working with different partners, is the possibility that organizations 
might not progress at the same speed, thus limiting the overall impact. For example, several 
changes in staff at CCFD - Terre Solidaire required onboarding each new recruit to maintain 
continuity. Some organizations may also be able to commit more time and resources than others. 
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VIII. Lessons for the social change sector: 
build together, be complementary

•  It takes time and requires a progressive, long-term strategy

  Engaging with middle segments cannot be undertaken as a one-off, short or mid-term 
intervention. People must first deeply understand the segmentation approach then learn 
that speaking to the middle is a long process which first entails questioning one’s ability and 
willingness to speak to certain audiences. It requires time. Yet, it can be challenging to accept 
this slower pace especially when results appear incrementally. The Catholic organizations 
had to reconsider their understanding of time and social change: “We don’t take enough time 
to take a step back about what we’re actually doing. Do I talk to the right people? do I actually 
reach them?” 

  Destin Commun advises:

  “Don’t rush - even though it can be frustrating. There will be fear of 
missing out. Yes, if you take time you will be missing out some of the 
stuff and some emergencies but sometimes it’s needed - to be even more 
impactful afterwards.”

• Polarizing messages have a role to play too, but that’s another type of work 

  Not everyone can or needs to work with the middle. In the words of Destin Commun: “Not 
everybody aspires to follow the middle approach, and we need to accept this. But it is about 
sharing the work and we don’t all have to do the same work.” In certain situations, it is necessary 
to have messengers whose communication is directed in pursuit of specific demands. 
This is particularly appropriate to energize the base or when speaking to Government or 
institutions in power. Yet, there also need to be messengers who engage with the middle. 
These messengers, and their messages, can be complementary. “Let’s not get in the way of 
each other’s work, let’s try not to contradict each other and let’s try to be complementary by 
targeting different types of population.”



• What type of organization would benefit from this approach? 

  Engaging with the middle segments seems most relevant to organizations whose network is 
so vast that their audience includes members from the middle segments, like the Catholic 
organizations, trade unions, sporting organizations and others. It also seems appropriate 
when the mission of an organization entails bringing diverse audiences together for activities, 
as is the case for the Secours Catholique’s local offices. Conversely, organizations whose base 
is consistent and homogenous might not be best placed to work with the middle.

  The Catholic organizations also demonstrated that there can be ‘an internal middle’, that 
staff and volunteers can also experience doubts and anxiety that may impact their work with 
migrants. In this case, engaging with the ‘internal middle’ can prove useful to ensure these 
anxieties are addressed and considered when developing actions. 

• Build and work in partnership 

  Working with the middle can be stronger when done in partnership. It then benefits from the 
different networks and expertise available among the organizations involved.

  “Partner with the right people and people you feel you can be in a long 
partnership with.” 

  Complementarity is an asset, whether it is through the combining of networks, audiences, 
goals, or competencies. It is worth highlighting that Destin Commun was seen and treated as 
a full partner to the project, rather than a third-party expert. All partners brought funding to 
the project which was important for the group dynamic. 

Closing

It is important to acknowledge that what started as a project to change perceptions and 
attitudes of Catholics towards migration and refugees, has evolved into a deeper and longer 
transformational project to first change the attitudes of staff and volunteers of the Catholic 
organizations. It remains true that dialogue with the middle is necessary to create a space 
where pro-migrant views can be promoted, and solidarity can flourish more naturally because 
anxieties and fear have been acknowledged and addressed. But little did the partners know how 
pivotal the attitude shift of their own staff and volunteers would be in facilitating this dialogue. 
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