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A large conference such as the Metropolis 
International Conference can be pictured 
as a sort of hot-air balloon. It is an event 
that for a long time represents a point 
of orientation, attracting a great deal of 
attention from its position “up above.” 

However, before the balloon can rise, it must be weight-
ed with sandbags of knowledge from practice, politics, 
and research. Excess weight must be cast off and the 
flight path must be set. Only then does the balloon rise. 
It stays aloft for several days – the passengers in the 
basket speak with one another and their eyes are opened 
to new perspectives. From below, spectators watch in 
awe and wonder if they should join for the next flight. 
The most difficult part is coming down: How can the 
balloon land gently, so that the sandbags of knowl-
edge are not destroyed? How can they be stockpiled on 
the ground and used further? The answer is simple: A 
ground controller is brought in; a pre- and post-confer-
ence process is done. But how?

After two years of Covid-19, it was clear that it would be 
a challenge to develop a robust conference in an in-per-
son and/or hybrid format. There was little continuity to 
build on. In addition, the format of the very internation-
al migration conference in Germany was either barely 
known or was written off by many potentially interested 
parties as too expensive, too far away, or with too little 
scientific recognition. It needed an entity which could 
connect it, which could tie in with the loose ends and 
provide a concept for the preparation, accompaniment, 
and follow-up of the conference. The Institute for Urban 
and Regional Planning (ISR) at TU Berlin was put in 
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charge of this assignment. The FIS networking project 
had applied for the contract under the name “Para-
digm Shift for Immigration Societies” (Networking Unit 
Paradigm Shift, or NUPS). It was initiated by the inter-
nationally recognised migration researcher Professor 
Dr Felicitas Hillmann, accompanied by Sophie Sommer-
feld and Helen Nyama Boahen. The short-term goal was 
the preparation for the conference in partnership with 
the IMCB22 taskforce appointed by the BMAS. Howev-
er, the more ambitious long-term goal was to reshape 
the International Metropolis Conferences beyond the 
annual conferences themselves through a participatory 
pre-conference process (PCP). A further goal was the 
concrete networking of the existing scientific communi-
ty of interdisciplinary socio-political research in Germa-
ny and the internationalisation thereof. Four working 
groups were created in the course of the PCP. The PCP 
for the topics of Covid-19 (PWG 1) and Fair Migration 
(PWG 4) were organised by the IMCB22 taskforce. The 
PCP for the interdisciplinary topics of Climate Change /
Technological Change and Migration were formed by 
the FIS Networking Unit Paradigm Shift of TU Berlin. To 
do this, it established two working groups: PWG 2 (New 
Technologies, Migration, and the Future of Work, with 
thirteen members from eight different countries) and 
PWG 3 (Effects of Climate Change on Migration, with 
nine members from eight different countries). Through 
these working groups, networking potentials in the field 
were established, and key research findings and new 
lines of questioning were gathered and prepared. The 
knowledge of the working group flowed directly into the 
preparation and direction of the conference itself. The 
working groups regularly met online for interchange. 
Unfortunately, the originally planned in-person meet-
ings had to be cancelled due to the pandemic situation. 
Next, the working groups prepared a research brief, a 
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short overview of current research and upcoming topics. 
The working group on the effects of climate change on 
migration also drew up policy-briefing notes1. In addi-
tion, an open-access database2 was created which will 
continue to be updated. Two seminars with students at 
the Humboldt University and the Technical University 
were dedicated to the topics of the conference and the 
students authored student papers in the course of these 
seminars. The central purpose of the Networking Unit, 
however, was the organisation and execution of webi-
nars. In the whole PCP, a dozen webinars were organ-
ised (six on the topic of technological change, three on 
climate change and migration, and one on each of the 
topics of forced migration from Ukraine, fair migration, 
and Covid-19). Nine of these were hosted by the Net-
working Unit. Therefore, in the six months leading up to 
the conference, webinars took place every two weeks. 
In total, before the conference even started, 53 experts 
had already been involved in discussing these current 
and contested topics.3 Due to the PCP, a spectrum of 
international and highly acclaimed researchers could 
be brought into the conference. The Networking Unit 
itself was present during the conference in the form of a 
plenary session, three workshops, and other activities. In 
order to involve the next generation of researchers from 
the very beginning, a one-day PhD forum took place 
at TU Berlin on September 4, 2022, before the official 
beginning of the conference proceedings. Eighteen PhD 
students from fourteen countries presented the current 
research of their dissertation (from Australia, Canada, 
China, Belgium, France, Germany, Ghana, Indonesia, It-
aly, Mexico, Poland, Taiwan, and Turkey). The PhD group 
remains in contact with each other and is coordinated by 
the Networking Unit.

Upon the closing of the conference in Berlin, it was 
still not determined in which country the following 26th 
International Metropolis Conference would be hosted. 
This makes it even more important that the initiated 
projects be carried out, and the initiated bilateral ex-
change with Canada be intensified. To structure this 
process, in March 2023, the Networking Unit “Paradigm 
Shift for Immigration Societies” (funded by BMAS until 
June 2023) will organise a conference at TU Berlin on the 
topics of

• the effects of climate change on migration,

• technological change, migration, and the future of 
work, and

• securing skilled labour.

The Networking Unit will advance the newly initiated 
cooperation with a group of highly esteemed interdis-
ciplinary researchers and will serve as a platform for 
coordination at TU Berlin. In addition, further webinars 

will be offered with the intention of fleshing out up-
coming research questions, such as the changing role of 
migrants in the food sector in Italy, or resilient cities and 
migration in a selection of Asian countries. Publications, 
such as a special issue in the open-access journal “Glo-
calism,” are also in sight. In parallel, the BMAS will likely 
advise the next PCP. Starting in June 2023, bilaterally 
conceived pilot projects on the selected topics will be 
conducted, the project coordinator will take on a role as 
a guest professor in Indonesia, and the Reality Flashes 
will be continued. Sticking with the image of a hot-air 
balloon: the sandbags of knowledge will be arranged, 
stacked, and prepared for the next flight.

Sources:

¹ https://www.transformation-isr.tu-berlin.de/menue/ 
policy_briefing_notes_on_climate_change_and_migration/

² https://www.transformation-isr.tu-berlin.de/menue/ 
visuelle_datenbank_und_webinare_nups/

³ https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC3TWIfMTh61rzU29JMTHE1A
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