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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION 
 

The integration of newcomers into their new society and/or community has been a continual 

goal of policy among numerous policy-makers and at all levels of Government for many 

years. The terminology has often undergone change, for example from race relations 

policies in the 1960s to community cohesion and inclusion in the 2000s, but the aim, at least 

at the rhetorical level, has been to find ways and means to facilitate integration. While actual 

policy intervention has often been somewhat sparse, and that which does exist has in many 

cases been undermined by policy and rhetoric in other policy areas that contradicts the goal 

of integration, until recently Britain has witnessed broad political agreement that 

multiculturalism and integration were the dual goals of immigrant policy (what happens once 

people arrive here) as opposed to immigration policy (the management of entry). In general 

any policy that does exist with regard to supporting integration has tended to be focussed on 

one migrant group and/or in one defined area of integration such as employment, although 

the community cohesion agenda has arguably been somewhat broader than that.  

 

With regard to refugees and asylum seekers, a migrant group only defined in policy in 1994, 

up until which point they were processed under general immigration policy, British 

Government policy over the past decade has tended to try and differentiate the two, with the 

integration of refugees a rhetorical aim and the integration of asylum seekers not viewed in 

policy as desirable1. Thus policy interventions where they have existed have been aimed 

solely at those who have had their claims for refugee status approved. The Sunrise 

programme followed by the Refugee Integration and Employment Service have each 

received central Government funding to try to aid newly recognised refugees in relation to 

employability and employment and to some degree in terms of accessing secure housing. 

Although these Government programmes were somewhat limited, they did at least provide 

some financial support to the integration of refugees. Other aspects of integration have not 

been addressed by specific interventions but have in some cases been caught up within 

broader policy debates such as those around community cohesion, social 

inclusion/exclusion and wider immigration policy as well as numerous social policy issues 

such as those around health and education. However, successive UK Governments have 

been explicit that prior to getting refugees status people should not be integrated. Therefore 

asylum seekers are not included in any programmes, their integration not a desired outcome 

of policy. Subsequently their rights and entitlements were restricted. This division has had 

consequences, however, not the least of which has been to delay integration support for 

asylum seekers who subsequently go on to be granted refugee status. While up-front and 

                                            
1
 The United Nations High Commission for Refugees defines three ódurable solutionsô to refugees to rebuild their 

lives in dignity and peace. These are voluntary repatriation; local integration; or resettlement to a third where they 
canôt return home or stay in host country. 
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intensive support is highlighted as key by the UK Governments own Survey of New 

Refugees2, delayed support can therefore have long term negative consequences. 

Nevertheless, the UK Government in recent years has ended all financial and administrative 

support for integration, leaving a vacuum that the voluntary sector has attempted to fill. While 

immigration and asylum in a broad sense remains a reserved policy area under the 

devolution settlement, this does not mean that all aspects of the lives of asylum seekers and 

refugees come under the remit of the UK Government. Taking Hammarôs view of the 

difference between immigration policy and immigrant policy3, many aspects of social policy 

such as health, education and social work are devolved. There are also areas where the 

division of responsibility is more complex. Housing for asylum seekers, for example, is 

provided by the UK Government under contract to agencies. However, housing for refugees 

is the responsibly of the Scottish Government and Scottish Local Authorities. On being 

recognised as a refugee, therefore, responsibility effectively becomes devolved4. 

 

The Scottish Government, in contrast to the approach of the UK Government, has taken the 

rhetorical position that integration does not begin on the day on which an asylum seeker 

becomes a refugee, but on their first day of arrival in Scotland. While there are many policy 

areas that would require further devolution of powers for the Scottish Government to move 

their integration from day one position beyond the rhetorical, in some cases they have made 

the most of the powers that they do have in order to facilitate integration5. In other areas 

where the Scottish Government do not have power, they have verbalised their position with 

regard to integration from day one despite not having the policy levers to do much in many 

cases.  

 

Thus the policy context into which refugees and asylum seekers attempt to integrate is 

complex and often contradictory. Policy areas interact with one another, with the status of 

individuals and with the constitutional settlement to create an environment that can be 

difficult to comprehend and which often appears to lack coherence.  What is more, actual 

policy, including its effects, is but one part of integration processes, as Ager and Strangôs 

óIndicators of Integrationô framework suggests. Well-meaning policy in one area of integration 

                                            
2 Cebulla A., M. Daniel and A. Zurawan (2010) Spotlight on refugee integration: findings from the Survey of 

New Refugees  in the United Kingdom.   Home Office Research  Report 37.   London: RDS, Home 
Office.  http://rds.homeoffice.gov.uk/rds/pdfs10/horr37b.pdf 
3
 Hammar points out the immigration policy concerns entry and the right to stay whereas immigrant policy is 

about all aspects of social policy once people have arrived. Hammar, Tomas (2006) European Immigration 

Policy: A Comparative Study in The Migration Reader; Exploring Politics and Policies Messina and Lahav(Eds) 

Lynne Rienner Publishers US 
4
 For more see Refugees in Scotland after the Referendum (PDF) 

http://www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/policy_and_research/research_reports  
5
 The Scottish Government have provided extra support for asylum seekers to pursue educational  

courses, improved health access to refused asylum seekers and fund other local integration initiatives 

http://rds.homeoffice.gov.uk/rds/pdfs10/horr37b.pdf
http://www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/assets/0000/5495/4087_SRC_Referendum_Report_V3.pdf
http://www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/policy_and_research/research_reports
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can sometimes have minimal effects if not accompanied by rights across all aspects of 

integration.  

 

 

Indicators of Integration Framework 

This research project began by conducting both a theoretical and an empirical review of the 

literature6. After doing so Ager and Strangôs óIndicators of Integrationô framework was used 

as it provides the most comprehensive and holistic basis in which to analyse the series of 

complex and interdependent processes that encompass integration. There are a number of 

dimensions of this framework and this report attempts to use the framework as a structuring 

as well as heuristic device. Although the framework is used here in a way that takes each 

aspect in turn it is recognised and highlighted where required that each aspect of integration, 

domains in Ager and Strangôs terminology, is not distinct but is linked to many others. 

 

 

Figure 1
7
 ï Indicators of Integration Framework  

 

Ager and Strangôs framework highlights the importance of access and achievement within 

housing; employment; education; and health. While these are high level indicators, 

underpinning them are the more fundamental issues of citizenship and rights which not only 

impact upon access and outcomes, but also mediate the processes of social connections 

and how they relate to access and outcomes8.  

 

                                            
6
 http://www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/policy_and_research  

7
 Ager and Strang 2004 http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/rds/pdfs04/dpr28.pdf  

8
 Ager and Strang 2008 page 166  

http://www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/policy_and_research
http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/rds/pdfs04/dpr28.pdf
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For Ager and Strang rights underpin all other aspects of integration. They are ñthe foundation 

of integration policy, to which governments are accountableò9. Ager and Strang raise a 

number of dimensions to órightsô understood in their broadest sense. These include human 

dignity, equality, freedom of cultural choice, justice, security and independence. These are 

all taken as first order rights, implying that they are more immutable, while second order 

rights such as rights to citizenship, family reunion and equality are derived from these first 

order rights. Therefore rights underpin all other aspects of integration. The interplay between 

rights, or lack thereof, and integration processes are key to understanding both the 

processes themselves and potentially how policy does or does not, or can or cannot facilitate 

integration or militate against it.  

 

Implicit in the framework but perhaps not developed to the same degree as the other 

aspects of integration is that of emotional or psychological integration. As is shown in this 

report and elsewhere10, the sense of belonging that refugees feel towards place can have a 

significant impact upon their ability to rebuild their lives in that place. 

 

It is important in reading this research that the individuals involved are in no way infantilised. 

While the research highlights a number of barriers to integration and the support required to 

enable many respondents to fully rebuild their lives in Scotland, it is also important to keep in 

mind that refugees and asylum seekers have shown and continue to show huge levels of 

self-sufficiency and motivation across all aspects of their lives. While support is often 

required to enable progress, the contributions that refugees and asylum seekers make 

despite the barriers they face, many of which are institutional barriers, should never be 

ignored. Initial and on-going support would enable this contribution to be even greater.  

 

Aims of the Research Project 

The project began from the premise that little is known about the lives of refugees in 

Scotland. There almost appeared to be an assumption that on being recognised as a 

refugee people are simply able to begin the process of re-building their lives, and this was an 

assumption that staff at Scottish Refugee Council felt needed challenged. We were also 

interested in looking at the lives of both asylum seekers and refugees across a range of 

areas of life. Some of the research in other parts of the UK on refugee integration had 

focussed on one or two aspects of integration, but we wanted to look at integration as a 

multi-faceted set of processes. We also wanted to look at some of the impacts of the asylum 

process on the lives of refugees post-status. Thus we began with the propositions that a. 

little is known about refugee integration in Scotland b. refugee integration requires support 

                                            
9
 Ager and Strang 2008 page 175 

10
 See for example Stewart and Mulvey Becoming British citizens? Experiences and opinions of refugees living in Scotland 

http://www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/policy_and_research/research_reports 

http://www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/assets/0000/1460/Citizenship_report_Feb11.pdf
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across a range of areas post status and c. the asylum process has a series of impacts on 

the ability of refugees to successfully integrate.  

 

The project also set out to be a longitudinal one. Much research about refugees has been 

snap-shot, providing useful analysis but analysis that could be located within a specific 

period of time. We wanted to overcome some of this limitation by tracking refugees and 

asylum seekers across a period of time, and by also reflecting both backwards and forwards 

in participantsô lives. We also adopted a mixed methods approach whereby both quantitative 

and qualitative forms of inquiry were utilised. As such the methods are viewed as 

complimentary rather than competing. 

 

Methodology 

The empirical research broadly had five stages. These are shown in the figure below. 

Figure 2 

Oct 2010         Mar 2011      Aug 2011          Nov 2011      Feb 2012            Apr 2012 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stage 1 ï Stage 1 was the devising and circulation of a substantial questionnaire. Questions 

were devised that dealt with each part of the Indicators of Integration framework and where 

possible questions from existing surveys were replicated to aid comparison11. The survey 

was piloted and on successful piloting was translated into all of the main languages among 

the refugee and asylum seeking communities in Scotland. The circulation of the 

questionnaire began internally, with staff at Scottish Refugee Council passing it on to clients. 

However, this was both numerically and methodologically inadequate as we wanted to 

uncover experiences of people who do not come into Scottish Refugee Councils office. This 

would primarily be refugees who no longer accessed advice and support at Scottish Refugee 

Council. The next part of the distribution involved contacting other organisations and 

agencies involved with asylum seekers and refugees in both Edinburgh and Glasgow. 

                                            
11

 Questions from the Go-Well study, Scottish Social Attitudes Survey and the Scottish Household Survey were 

used in the Questionnaire  

Questionnaire  1 

Interviews 1 

Workshops 

Questionnaire 2 

Interviews 2 

Figure 2 ï Study Timeline 
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Surveys were delivered to these organisations along with pre-paid envelopes for return. This 

allowed a wider distribution and meant that we have a reasonable cross section of the 

asylum seeker and refugee community. However, one area missing is those who are not 

literate in their first language as being able to fill in the survey was a requirement of 

participation. Nevertheless, all responses received were put into SPSS for analysis12. 

 

Stage 2 ï Having obtained 262 survey responses, Stage 2 concerned follow-up interviews 

with 40 of those who had completed the questionnaire and agreed to being contacted for 

further research. Responses were grouped by gender and status and a sample of potential 

interviewees established using a combination of purposive sampling and some degree of 

opportunistic sampling making up the final 40. Of those contacted over three quarters 

responded positively to a request for interview. Interview schedules were developed to try to 

elicit information on all of the topics covered in the survey and they generally lasted between 

45 minutes to an hour (the schedule was informed by analysis of survey responses). 

Interviewees were given a voucher as a thank you for participation. This was the case in all 

interviews and workshops. Interviews were recorded, although two participants asked not to 

be recorded, and a professional transcription service was used to transcribe the interviews 

due to time constraints. The interviews were then analysed using a simplified form of 

discourse analysis so as to avoid the necessity of full coding. The parts of the interviews 

deemed relevant were then used to ascertain experiences and where possible trends.  

 

Stage 3 ï one outcome of stage 1 was a large proportion of respondents appearing to be 

unable to answer any questions that included the term ócommunityô. It was felt that there 

were two possible reasons for this. The first is that the way we use the term community is to 

some degree culturally determined and respondents therefore did not feel able to answer 

questions due to terminological confusion. The other was that the relatively high degree of 

housing churn13 meant people who thought of community in spatial terms felt unable to 

answer due to not having lived in their local areas long enough.  

 

In addition, Ager and Strangôs framework highlights integration as a two-way process 

between refugees and the óhostô community. We had therefore always planned on doing 

some research with the óhostô community. These two issues led to Stage 3, which were two 

workshops in the same local area looking at both the concept of community and about what 

both refugees and the host participants would like their community to look like. The 

workshop used the Ketso research tool which allows all participants to engage in a non-

                                            
12

 In terms of quantitative data, wherever relevant comparisons are made with data in other surveys. The surveys 
used are the Scottish Social Attitudes survey in 2010, the Scottish Household Survey in 2009 and the Survey of 
New Refugees conducted between 2005 and 2009 and the Go-Well study.  
13

 A large proportion of refugees have only lived in their present accommodation for a relatively short period of 

time. See more in chapter 4 on housing and neighbourhoods.  
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threatening and creative environment. One workshop was with the óhostô community and one 

with a mix of asylum seekers and refugees. The results were written up using the same 

methods as that used for interviews but the sessions were also photographed allowing for a 

visual representation of discussions, an example of which is in Chapter 8 on community and 

neighbourhood.  

 

Stage 4 ï As this study was a longitudinal one Stage 4 was a re-issue of a modified survey 

some 18 months after the initial one had been completed. All of those who had agreed to 

remain part of the project were re-contacted on their given contact details. Unfortunately 

many respondents have subsequently changed their contact details while others did not 

respond to requests for completion of the questionnaire. This meant that the number of 

responses in the follow-up survey was disappointingly low. Nevertheless, those who did 

respond were matched with their initial responses in SPSS and changes in situations 

highlighted where they emerged in order to provide a rich data source in the form of cohort 

analysis.  

 

Stage 5 ï Of the 40 participants involved in interview Stage 2, 34 agreed to take part in 

further interviews in Stage 5. Instead of attempting once again to ask all questions of all 

participants it was decided that the second interviews would be thematic,  looking in more 

depth at the various parts of the Framework. We wanted to find out how those who had been 

more or less successful in some aspects of their integration had done so. This meant that for 

the employment questions it was only people in work that we interviewed and likewise only 

those who had experience of education in Scotland were interviewed in the education 

interviews. The health questions attempted to focus on those who had had some health 

problems and therefore had more experience of the health system in Scotland. In the 

housing interviews we wanted to focus on those with some degree of choice so looked only 

at refugees. This meant that the ópoolô of interviewees left for the interviews on community 

and neighbourhood was somewhat limited, meaning they would be less likely to be in 

education or work, have an on-going health problem or be an asylum seeker. Interviews 

were transcribed and analysed in the same way as stages 2 and 3.  

 

Case studies ï the longitudinal nature of this research project also lends itself to the use of 

case studies. Many of those involved in both survey and interview stages have been used as 

case studies to demonstrate the progress, or lack thereof, of refugees traversing the system. 

These case studies are interspersed throughout the report.  

 

Direct quotes from participants in this report are designated with a letter and a number. This 

was the code originally assigned to questionnaires. Those that begin with an E were in 
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English while, for example Far was Farsi and M is Mandarin. Where the number is followed 

by -2, the quote comes from a follow up interview conducted as part of Stage 5 of the 

project.  

 

Structure 

The report is structured according to the óIndicators of Integrationô framework. It begins by 

highlighting some of the demographic details of the research report. Chapter 2 concerns 

employment, looking at both experiences of employment in respondentsô countries of origin 

and their experience of work and the search for work here. It also looks at the benefits of 

employment and some of the difficulties experienced by respondents. Chapter 3 looks at 

housing by examining experiences of housing, housing churn, conditions and comparisons 

with previous housing experiences. It also looks at housing aspirations, with obvious 

connections to the chapter on community due to the link between views of housing and 

views of locality. Chapter 4 concerns education. This looks at respondentôs experience of 

education prior to arrival in Scotland as well as experiences of education here, along with 

any problems in terms of access. Chapter 4 also looks at aspirations in relation to education. 

Chapter 5 examines how respondents feel about their health, what factors they feel have 

impacted upon their health and their experience of accessing health care while in Scotland. 

Chapter 6 examines what people think of when they discuss the word community before 

going on to look at how they feel about their community. This includes friendship groups as 

well as the existence of family nearby. It finally looks at notions of belonging to communities 

as well as community cohesion. There follow two chapters that attempt to draw out issues 

that cut across many if not all of the first 6 chapters.  Chapter 7 looks at the processes of 

integration, beginning with the effect of the asylum process on integration. It then goes on to 

look at time, with a particular focus on time waiting both during and after getting refugee 

status. Language is also a key part of the processes of integration and so chapter 6 looks at 

language followed by issues surrounding children and parenthood. Chapter 8 concerns what 

people integrate into. This begins with the initial welcome people experience, including 

experiences of discrimination. The chapter then goes on to look at the spatial units people 

feel they integrate into, before looking at socio-economic issues in relation to people óbeing 

askedô to integrate into poverty. The chapter then looks at the issue of normality. That is, 

people want to feel and be treated as if they are normal. This search for normality also cuts 

across many other processes highlighted in previous chapters.  
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CHAPTER 2 - DEMOGRAPHICS 
 

People from thirty seven countries are represented in this report, covering most of the 

nationalities that are known to have come to Scotland in the past 10 years. This chapter 

contains the demographic information obtained in Survey 1 as this was both larger and more 

representative of the population involved. The largest national response groups are shown in 

the graph below. 

 
Figure 3 ï country of origin 

In terms of year of arrival not surprisingly our sample is slanted toward slightly more recent 

arrivals but there is still a reasonable representation among those who arrived in each year 

from 2001.  

 
Figure 4 ï year of arrival in the UK 
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Interestingly, in our sample, unlike other studies of refugees and asylum seekers there is a 

higher representation of women than of men. The Scottish sample in the Survey of New 

Refugees run by the UKBA, for example, had a 54/46 male/female split.    

 
Figure 5 ï gender  

The responses we have by marital status also broadly reflect what we know of the asylum 

seeker and refugee population in Britain. 

 

Figure 6 ï Marital status 

As will be discussed in the employment section below, there is some confusion among 

respondents in relation to how they describe their status in the UK. While some respondents 

state that they do not know their status, others are either confused as to their status, or do 
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not know whether their status gives them the right to work. Nevertheless, overall status 

figures are given below.  

 

Figure 7 ï Description of Status in the UK 

For the purposes of other analysis such as comparing responses by status, it simplified the 

results to be able to group them into two, those still going through the asylum process, 

including those refused, and those with some form of leave to remain, including the 25 who 

identified as being British citizens. The results are as follows: 

 

Table 1 - Status 

status  

 Frequency Percent 

refugee 154 62.1 

asylum seeker 78 31.5 

don't know 3 1.2 

other 13 5.2 

Total 248 100.0 

 
The age profile of participants broadly reflects what we know of the asylum seeker and 

refugee population in Scotland. 

 
Table 2 - Age 

age 

  Percent  

 16-20 5.2 

21-30 38.9 

31-40 32.1 

41-50 17.9 

51-60 4.8 

61+ 1.2 

Total  100.0 
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CHAPTER 3 - EMPLOYMENT AND FINANCES 
 

Introduction 

Employment has been identified in a number of studies as a key factor that enables migrants 

to build their lives in countries other than their country of origin, that is, to integrate. As far as 

refugees are concerned, employment has been one of the domains subject to both the most 

analysis as well as the dominant aspect of any governmental interventions. However, what 

has been known from previous research is that labour market outcomes are generally poor, 

with unemployment and underemployment persistent issues for refugees. This chapter 

examines both the qualitative and quantitative data across 4 stages of the research, looking 

at numbers in work, the types of work that they are in, barriers to employment, how people 

traverse the labour market, employment aspirations as well as the types of benefits resulting 

from employment. The section then goes on to look at finances, how people feel about their 

past, present and future financial situation and whether work is a key factor in overcoming 

financial difficulties.  

 
Access to labour market 

In the first survey we asked respondents about their present employment status. This was to 

discover the levels of employment, but also the number of people doing voluntary work, in 

education, and those unemployed and looking for work. What became immediately clear is 

that employment levels were very low, with just thirty-two people, just over 20% of those 

entitled to work indicating that they were in some form of paid employment. Large numbers 

were either unemployed and/or in education. Women were slightly less likely than men to be 

working. Although the small sample of people working makes this finding less than 

conclusive, this perspective is supported by earlier research about refugee employment 

(Bloch 2004).  

 
Figure 8 ï Employment Status in Survey 1 
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The Scottish sample of the Survey of New Refugees showed that 34% were employed 8 

months after obtaining leave to remain. A further 4.7 % were self-employed, 20.7% were 

looking after family and just 4.7% were unemployed. This means that the likelihood of being 

in employment was much lower for our sample. When comparing these results to the overall 

Scottish population through the Scottish Household Survey, we find that just 7% of men and 

3% women were unemployed in that survey, again considerably less than in our sample (at 

30%), although with a similar gender dimension. Important points of note when making such 

comparisons are the relatively small numbers of refugees indicating that they were retired 

compared to the general population, and the number of our sample attending educational 

courses. Nevertheless employment levels remain worryingly low. 

 

Further questioning about previous work in the UK suggested that these low levels of 

employment were not snap shot findings whereby respondents were questioned at a period 

where they were temporarily out of work. Neither were they attributable to the economic 

downturn. Instead the indication is that refugees are in a constant struggle to access the 

labour market regardless of either how long they have been in the UK or the skill levels that 

they have. Many of our respondents indicated that as well as their primary employment 

status, they were often had one or more secondary statuses. This was mostly people in 

education, volunteering or looking after family members, but all suggest both busy lives, and 

a degree of attention being paid to improving skill sets with the aim of accessing 

employment.  

 

While these fairly bleak results chime with previous research, there was some improvement 

among those who took part in the follow-up survey with regard to employment outcomes. 

The small numbers completing the follow-up survey mean that these results should be 

treated with caution. It is plausible that those with more successful employment outcomes 

are more likely to have completed the survey due to being more stable in relation to housing, 

indicating the connectedness of domains, and also by wanting to talk about their relative 

success against those not having experienced any success being somewhat less inclined to 

answer questions about their perceived lack of progress. Nevertheless, among Survey 1 

respondents who also completed the follow-up questionnaire only 5 were in some form of 

employment, 2 working full-time, 2 working part-time and one self-employed. Looking at 

those same respondents 18 months later we see a total of 14 people in paid work, 5 full-time 

and 9 part-time. Looking at the figures in more detail, there is little change in the numbers 

not allowed to work, and the number of people unemployed is the exact same in each 

survey. Indeed all of those who indicated that they were unemployed in Survey 1 were also 

unemployed at Survey 2. What this shows is that a number of the people who were doing 



15 
 

voluntary work or who were in education at the time of Survey 1 have subsequently found 

work. This is confirmed in follow-up interviews, more details of which are provided later in 

this chapter.  

 

Table 3 ï Employment Status 

 Employment status  Survey 1 Survey 2 Total 

 working full -time 5.8% 12.9%  6.6% 

working part-time 6.2% 19.4%  7.6% 

self employed .8% .0% .7% 

unemployed 23.0%  22.6%  22.9%  

in education 24.9%  19.4%  24.3%  

in training  4.3% .0% 3.8% 

not allowed to work 19.1%  16.1%  18.8%  

 

This improvement should not be viewed as those trying to get job ready through volunteering 

and education being successful with those who did not remaining unemployed. On further 

examination, most of those who identified as being unemployed were also doing voluntary 

work and/or some form of education. This points to other reasons for success and lack 

thereof, in accessing the labour market. 

 

One question asked in the follow-up survey that was not asked in the initial questionnaire 

concerned advice services. Ten of twenty-three people who answered the question said that 

they had received employment advice. There were a variety of organisations that provided 

advice to refugees about employment and there was general satisfaction with this advice. 

Caution is required regarding this point, however, as there is evidence in other studies of 

disadvantaged groups that the provision of any advice rather than the quality of that advice 

as well as any outcomes is what people feel appreciative of14. There are also some concerns 

regarding the limits of advice pertaining to the types of employment options being suggested 

by advice providers, more on which below. Nevertheless advice and support were valued 

and outcomes of those accessing support were often contrasted with those who did not, with 

support viewed as having a positive impact on employment prospects. One man spoke of 

getting support from services to access employment and contrasted his outcomes to friends 

who had not had such support. This started as part-time work but he was confident that this 

would progress to full-time work in time. He remained hugely grateful and pleased at the 

progression made. ñwhen I look back, itôs like ok, it was harder, I couldnôt even believe one 

                                            
14

Gillespie, Mulvey and Scott  Transitions to Employment: Advising Disadvantaged Groups 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2005/09/09104955/50005 

 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2005/09/09104955/50005
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day I would be working independent and freely, and earn money, you know what I 

meané..but now, thatôs done, itôs a journey thatôs goneò (E144).  

Case Study 1 

E140 is a woman from southern Africa who was recognised as a refugee in early 2009. She 
had high level English language skills on arrival and so did not need language education. 
She has an employment background in finance but reached an early decision, due to 
arriving at a time when the financial sector was contracting, to not attempt to access 
employment in that sector. On arrival she received information about the labour market from 
a number of voluntary sector organisations.  
 
She has a long-standing health problem that has limited her employment options but these 
options have also been limited by her own early experiences in the employment market. 
Despite having accessed employment advice from reputable bodies E140 eventually found 
work through Job Centre Plus. The job was in social care but after having started she 
became aware that she was being paid below the minimum wage. The reason that this was 
not apparent at first was that the position was a live-in one and the costs of accommodation 
had therefore not been factored in prior to her accepting the job. E140 had subsequently 
accessed some employment through the use of agencies but the irregularity of the hours 
made life very difficult to plan. While doing agency work she had also volunteered and had 
managed to get qualifications through that voluntary work. She feels that this has allowed 
her to be a little pickier when looking at more permanent work.  
 
Between interview 1 and interview 2 E140 had managed to obtain full-time employment in 
social care on a slightly higher wage than she had had in her casual jobs. She found this 
employment through Job Centre Plus rather than through any of the agencies she had used 
over the years. Although E140 likes her job she does not feel she is using many of the skills 
that she has. She would ultimately like to move back into employment in a sector that uses 
her skill set and is more challenging but in the short term is happy to remain where she is. 
That said, E140 sees herself as at the beginning of her employment journey in Scotland and 
feels that she will progress in the coming years. 
 
On a small income at interview 1 E140 was attempting to send money to her children in her 
country of origin. However, by interview 2 she had successfully managed to move her 
children here. While this has had a major emotional impact, even with her having obtained a 
full-time job the financial pressures have significantly increased. Nevertheless, the nature of 
her work, 12 hour shifts, and the age of her children whereby one is old enough to look after 
the other, means that she feels she has a very positive work/life balance. 

 

Barriers to Employment  

As highlighted above, the struggle to access the labour market is a major issue for most 

refugees. One major issue in this regard concerns the period in which peoples skills and 

qualifications are not utilised. One participant said ñIôm 35 and Iôm sittingé.Iôve got 

qualifications, Iôve gotéIôm a healthy person, I can do anything, and thatôs being wastedò 

(E750). Another talked of the time period between previous and future employment and 

concerns over deskilling during that period. ñIôve got a gap between my previous experience 

and now. I need to know what kind of experience they have here in this countryò (E33). The 

existence of gaps in employment histories are a major concern among many refugees. Many 

indicated that they felt they had been left behind in terms of technological developments and 

will face an uphill struggle to try to overcome these gaps. Others just feel that employers are 
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less likely to offer them work if they do not have recent activity in that sector of the labour 

market. 

 

Among refugee professionals temporal issues and gaps in employment history often 

intersect to dissuade them from following their previous career paths. Time to get refugee 

status and time to update skills and/or get skills recognised discourages many refugees from 

going through the process of upgrading skills and go through the process of recognition of 

qualifications. One woman said that ñitôs very difficult to find a job. Because I was a lecturer 

at university. I was a psychologist, counsellor and researcher. My job is difficult and hard to 

find something qualified to this kind of jobò (E33). What is more employment and language 

intersect to produce barriers to integration. One man spoke of delaying looking for work until 

his language skills were more fully developed. (Far 27). While it seems logical that language 

skills should be developed prior to employment being sought, this also contributes to the 

issue of employment gaps mentioned above. Waiting lists for language courses are 

significant and added to issues with the time taken to make language improvements, and 

employment gaps can therefore increase accordingly. Not only was career development put 

on hold, there was also the risk of existing skill sets becoming redundant. ñYou can lose your 

skills if, you know, eight years, nine years, you canôt, what can I say? To improve to exercise 

your skill, but itôs not good. Itôs very bad because you canôt use itò(E460). 

 

The implications of not working during the asylum process were mentioned by many of the 

interviewees, even those who had a relatively quick decision on their asylum claim. Many 

made allusions to it being like life stopping. ñItôs hard when youôre used to working and you 

go somewhere where you canôt use your skills, youôre justé.itôs like your life has stopped. 

Thatôs how it is at the momentò (E750). This was seen as preventing the ability to think about 

the future and make any plans. This situation was likened to being put in ócold storageô, often 

due to the age of most asylum seekers during a period in which people are usually building 

their careers. ñWe are not allowed to work, this is the bad thing for usé.for they give me 

status after eight years, its means during these eight years it means like you did nothing and 

you lost your age alsoé..for a lot of people when you were in your thirties is the time when 

youôre starting to build your career, so for you, you werenôt allowed to start a careerò (E752). 

Another added that ñitôs not easy to just sit and wait and do nothing. Although even now itôs 

very difficult because itôs not easy to find a job at this time as wellò (E751). Another talked 

about the feelings of rejection resulting from not working. ñIt makes you ï I donôt know how to 

say that ï is it rejected?...Just useless yeah. As the time passes, you just get used to being 

unemployedò, but that ñif you know the benefits of the work, you try hard to get back to work 

because it makes your lifeé. Valuable, it makes your life more valuableò (E536).  
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The enforced idleness with regard to work was also seen as having a negative impact on 

children, and parents struggled with the reality of not being the role models that they hoped 

themselves to be. ñYou want to be like an example for your own children. Sometimes itôs 

really hard for them because when we were back home, we were working for them and now 

here, we just sit around with them. They really donôt know whatôs happening and we are just 

like nothingò (E750). One professional told of how her children laugh at the prospect of 

following her profession. They see her and her partners study as a waste of time due to the 

struggles she has had in trying to access such employment. 

 

Age was also seen as a major barrier for a number of interviewees. One allied his age and 

hisô foreignnessô to his lack of employment, but did not locate problems he was having in 

accessing the labour market as being due to discrimination. He stated that ñI am a 49 year 

old man, 49 year old foreign man whose first language is not English, they can be really 

hesitative to hire people like me, you know what Iôm sayingé.if you were an employer, would 

you hire an old man like me rather than a young Scottish native peopleò (E541). There were, 

however, some feelings of discrimination. One respondent told a story of óBritishô people 

getting preferential treatment, making finding work at a time of high unemployment even 

more difficult. ñYou look into the things, a job comes out and you apply.  Sometimes you 

don't get an answer.  Sometimes when you get an answer, they tell you that oh the man 

responsible is no longer here, but the advert continues in the machine, you see.  Sometimes 

when you go for an interview, you come thinking that you have done well, only to hear that 

you have not been successful.  And by my personal findings, it would appear there are more 

Britons unemployed for particular jobs, and you cannot get that job, where there's a Briton 

looking for the same job and is unemployed.  I think that is what I've seenò (E382). The 

economic downturn was also mentioned by other respondents. ñEverywhere is barriers and 

hurdles so, if the person is a fresh one, how can he get one when experienced people canôt 

find any jobò (E35).   

 

This search for work was also raised by a number of other interviewees, including many 

whose English was very good and who had high skill levels. ñBefore I was applying in many, 

many. This is what disappointed me really, because I canôt find any job. I applied in many 

places, even kitchen porter, even cleaning. I canôt find it. Itôs not easyò (E38).  He went on 

that ñ20 applications a day, never get an interview. Never got any interviewé.why? I donôt 

know exactly. Maybe Iôm not very old in this country. I donôt know exactly. Or maybe I donôt 

have experience in the kitchen porter and cleaning stuff, because they ask about 

experienceò (E38). This notion of a catch 22 whereby employment without experience is not 

possible but where lack of employment denies the chance to gain experience is a key 
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problem for refugees and replicates issues raised in research about unemployment among 

young people15.  

 

The struggle to find employment also led to suggestions of moving away in the search for 

work, obviously easier for single people than for families. In Survey 1 ten respondents said 

they would consider moving to find employment. In Stage 2 interviews just one respondent 

raised the possibility of moving away to find work. By the time she was re-interviewed in 

Stage 5 her views had changed. While still unable to fully access the labour market she now 

felt more settled, had some connections and did not want to start again elsewhere. Thus 

mobility is not a simple solution to employment even in situations where opportunities are 

available.  

 

In Stage 5, E185-2 was quite explicit that the biggest barrier to him finding work was his lack 

of social networks, a feeling supported by the number of interviewees who found work 

through developing networks. While he eventually found employment through word of mouth 

he felt this was partly down to luck, which was not considered to be a good basis on which 

refugee employment outcomes could be improved. He also made mention of the problems of 

temporary housing. However, for him the problems associated with temporary housing were 

small when set against the ability to stay in the same area, meaning that nascent networks 

would not be lost. This issue of employment networks is widely regarded as important to 

employment and the lack of them is contrasted with their experiences in their country of 

origin. E432-2, for example, stated that ñI keep saying that, where I come from, and I believe 

this is the same for everybody else, or most of the refugees, we still use the old system of 

personal contactò.  

 

In other follow-up interviews one respondent, when discussing how he felt on getting refugee 

status raised the issue of barriers to employment unprompted (E144-2). He started by talking 

of barriers in a very general way before being asked to focus on his own particular 

experiences and the barriers he felt that he had faced. While language was not a barrier for 

him due to English being his second language, he felt that among his refugee friends, this 

was the most profound barrier to employment. His main personal barriers were educational 

and housing related. With regard to education, this man felt that both a lack of knowledge of 

how the British educational system works and a degree of ignorance on the part of British 

employers and institutions regarding the validity of qualifications from other countries made 

both initial employment and up-skilling difficult. The other issue was that of living long term in 

temporary accommodation. Almost all new refugees face an initial period of homelessness, 

                                            
15

 Sissons and Jones  Lost in transition? The changing labour market and young people not in employment, 
education or training 
http://www.theworkfoundation.com/DownloadPublication/Report/310_lost_in_transition%20(2).pdf  

http://www.theworkfoundation.com/DownloadPublication/Report/310_lost_in_transition%20(2).pdf
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which leads to many living in temporary accommodation. For him, living in a homeless hostel 

affected both his drive and the way he felt employers viewed him. ñIôm thinking Iôm alright 

now, Iôm free, I can go out and look for a job, I can be independentò, but that ñyou find 

yourself trappedò. 

 

The issue of employersô perspectives of newcomers was also raised by another man with 

very good English language skills but who had lacked confidence somewhat with regard to 

using those skills due to his experiences of employers. He felt that employers assumed a 

lack of intelligence among people who do not speak óperfectô English, or who speak English 

with an accent (E8). This view was raised by other interviewees also, whereby an 

assumption of lack of intelligence is felt on the part of employers.    

 

Employment types 

For those who were working at Survey 1, we wanted to gain an understanding of both the 

type and nature of their work. Among those working, respondents were concentrated within 

low paid and low status jobs. Indeed many were working restricted hours in casual jobs, 

often on zero hourôs contracts. However, even for those working full-time or thereabouts, (10 

respondents worked over thirty hours each week), pay levels are low. Only two people 

earned over £15,000 a year. This means that a number of people working over thirty hours 

each week earn between £10,000 and £15,000, while the indication is that three are working 

over thirty hours a week and are paid less than £10,000 each year, below minimum wage 

levels.  

 

 

Figure 9 ï type of contract of employment  
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The lack of secure work is also of note. Very few of those working indicated that their 

employment was secure. This compares to 93% of people working in the Scottish population 

in the Scottish Social Attitudes Survey in 2010 who said that their job was permanent. We 

then asked people who were working to give us their job title and the results confirmed that 

those working were often in fairly menial or low skilled jobs. These included care assistant, 

cleaner, security officer and waitress. We also asked respondents if they had worked in their 

country of origin, and some 71% indicated that they had done so. When the work people are 

currently doing is compared to the range of occupations people indicated that they had done 

in their country of origin, it was clear that there are high levels of underemployment. For 

example, a woman working as a cleaner used to be a teaching assistant, a waiter used to be 

a chess teacher, a few care assistants used to be teachers, a person working in DIY used to 

be an engineer and a postal worker used to be a silk screen printer.   

 

Thus for those in work, skills are still not being used and employment is concentrated in low 

paid, often menial work. One woman talked of her husband who was an accountant in their 

country of origin who was effectively working zero-hours contracts in low-skilled work. ñHe is 

working at the moment, but he works on a part-time basis. He works for one day a weekò 

(E279).  

 

Another talked of his skill set, particularly regarding languages, which had led him to believe 

he would be able to get a call centre job. ñI can speak Arabic, French, Englishé.you can see 

yourself you have the skills as you say, languages etc but you cannot find a job. Sometimes 

you see yourself as lost, but this is life you knowò (E536). For this man the lack of 

employment was seen as negatively impacting on broader integration due to the lack of 

feeling of belonging resulting from inability to feel that he was contributing as well as a lack 

of resources to socialise with people.  

 

Another had registered with a large number of agencies and got semi-regular work through 

one agency. However, there was no continuity and no planning possible due to the zero-

hours nature of the work. ñSometimes you work five hours a month, or you work ten hours, I 

didnôt work from September to March. I didnôt work any hours. So you just wait, they phone 

you for five hours, ten hours or something like thaté..if you say all the hours you worked 

since you registered maybe less than 20 hours, thatôs from October, October till now. Itôs not 

enoughò (E38). Another added that ñI would say I like to lead an independent life, but at the 

present moment, it depends on how many hours you geté.Iôm ok with that but itôs not 

guaranteed, anything can change any timeò (E144). While sporadic employment had its own 
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specific problems in terms of planning and childcare, there was also the concern that Job 

Centre Plus were not flexible enough to adjust to non-standard forms of employment. 

 

Despite the significant changes in labour market access in survey 2, employed participants 

remained concentrated in low skills and low paid work. All of those who had accessed 

employment had done so in relatively low paid, often insecure sectors of the labour market, 

with just 2 of the 14 earning over £15,000 a year. 

 

Table 4 ï Employment Income 

how much do you earn each year  

  initial response follow-up response Total 

earnings less than £5000 1 7 8 

£5000-£10,000 1 2 3 

£10,000-£15,000 3 3 6 

£15,000-£20,000 0 2 2 

 Total 5 14 19 

 
Despite the low paid and temporary nature of the work that respondents were doing, levels 

of satisfaction with work were fairly high. This was confirmed across a range of employment 

satisfaction questions in Survey 1 and at interviews after Survey 2. It seems, therefore, that 

while aspirations for óbetterô jobs remain, this does not have much impact in how people view 

their present work.   

 

For those in work there are a number of issues with regard to skills. For many of our 

respondents in employment there were many skills not being utilised. While the type of work 

people were doing was not disparaged by respondents, and most in Survey 1 did not 

perceive themselves as being underemployed, 18 against 13 who did, in follow-up interviews 

with those in employment there was a widely held view that work was not challenging. One 

cleaner who used to be a teacher pointed to his vast organisational skills that he was not 

being able to use at present (E8-2). However, there was also a perception that many skills 

were transferable. This particularly referred to soft skills where one care assistant who used 

to teach felt that these people skills were useable in numerous types of employment.  

 

Success in the Labour Market 

Follow-up interviews as part of stage 5 of the research project were thematic, with 6 

conducted with respondents in work about both the process of finding work and the work 

itself. There were a variety of means by which interview participants had managed to access 

the labour market as well as large vagaries with regard to how present jobs were viewed 

against employment aspirations.  
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One example is E8-2. This young man had repeatedly attempted to find work by visiting Job 

Centre Plus and searching their computers and speaking with advisors there. He had 

received considerable support from organisations in how to write a CV as well as in interview 

skills but was consistently unsuccessful in even managing to get an interview for very low 

skilled jobs, despite having reasonably high skill levels in a number of employment sectors. 

Eventually he found part-time work as a cleaner by speaking with somebody at the 

University where he had also began to do a science degree. His view of the job search 

process was both critical and nuanced. He recognised the difficult economic situation and 

felt that in such a situation newcomers were likely to be the most disadvantaged. However, 

he also felt that employment agencies and employers took a slight language issue as a sign 

of a lack of intelligence, this despite language skills of a level that enabled him to do a 

science degree in English.  

 

He sees his future employment as twofold, while completing his degree and after graduation. 

In the near future he feels the employment process will be a smoother one due to the 

contact that he has made through his present job and due to having become more confident 

in speaking English, which he sees as an effect of being in work. Longer term he would like 

to use his degree, more on which below. This again points to the issue of networks, whereby 

contacts met through employment allows further employment related progression. Minus the 

initial networks of friends and contacts the job search is extremely difficult. Having 

connections was widely viewed as a requirement to both find employment and to progress in 

employment. ñBefore, I was at home, nobody know me. But now I know the manager and 

they promised me, óyes, you have been with us for some time, and you know, if any 

opportunity comes in, you will get the job because we know youò (E8-2). Put simply, once in 

work it was considered easier to find work. The issue of language and confidence is also 

interesting. The fear of making mistakes and of subsequently having your intelligence 

questioned was repeatedly mentioned by respondents.  

 

Another part-time cleaner had previously worked in a temporary job that he had enjoyed but 

that he had been told would not be made permanent due to its seasonal nature. He spoke 

enthusiastically of that temporary job, highlighting the importance of employment to both 

social contacts and to employment networks.  He stated that ñyou meet a lot of people from 

a lot of backgrounds, so very nice. They have a good policy at that place; they have no 

racism, no bad swearing, no bad things at all. You are working togetherò (E144). He had 

managed to find both his present and previous jobs through word of mouth, despite having 

received widespread support from various employability organisations. A friend who worked 

for the company recommended him for a part-time opening, from which he had subsequently 

been promoted. He felt strongly that social contacts were absolutely key to labour market 
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success. However, he also felt that many refugees and Scottish people alike turn their noses 

up at certain types of work. ñFor me, it doesnôt matter for the job, but the problem, because 

they promoted and because of the way Iôm working with people, that gives me lots of 

contacts. If they give more opportunity for that company, to help them, I will do it. Iôm not, 

how can I say, Iôm not ashamed to do itò. What is more, he felt that his present job made him 

more employable in a number of ways, particularly with regard to managing people in his 

promoted position as well as organisational skills, not to mention developing an employment 

record in the country. This participant also agreed with E8-2 regarding the importance of 

work in the development of language skills. He had worked in a number of voluntary roles 

initially and felt his confidence in speaking English rather than actual language abilities had 

benefitted significantly from this.  

 

The other employment sector disproportionately represented in our sample is that of social 

care. One respondent had worked full-time as a care assistant after having spent 

considerable time volunteering in the same organisation prior to obtaining paid work (E110-

2). She had managed to access this voluntary work through an employment support 

organisation. While volunteering she applied for many types of work but was keen on social 

care due to previous experience in that sector. She therefore described this job as óidealô. 

Although her language skills appear to be good, she is doing ESOL classes at the same time 

as working full-time, the downside of which is that she feels she has little time to socialise 

and make friends. ñMost of the time Iôm going to school or I am sleepingò (Ibid). However, 

she felt that her language skills had significantly developed as a result of work. Longer term 

she saw herself getting more qualifications in order to access a óbetterô job. However, the 

cost of doing so made this unfeasible at the present time. She was still attempting to send 

money to family in her country of origin on top of living on a low income so, for example, over 

£1000 for a Scottish Vocational Qualification (SVQ) was prohibitive. The reason for wanting 

this qualification was purely financial. ñIf you havenôt any qualifications you get every time 

you are getting minimum wage, you know, just £6 something. If you have qualification, you 

get some more money, starters from Ã8ò.  

 

Another social care worker also talked of the minimum wages that she is paid. She likes her 

work and sees it as allowing her to live a ónormalô life given the relative chaos of her past. 

She has worked in social care since shortly after getting status in 2009 but feels that this 

career path was not the result of a positive choice but of choices dictated by the economic 

situation which makes such work more abundant than the financial sector that makes up 

most of her employment history (140-2). Finding work had increased her confidence and 

made her feel she was making progress. 
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Support from employability agencies was discussed thus. ñThey train you if need be, and 

give you access to the internet if need be. They give you access to the phone if need be to 

make phone calls to prospective employers. They also give you advice on who would be 

best to employ you because they have a good history of the employers, the environment 

with Scotland or the UKò (E752). This advice, in common with other respondents, has some 

worrying implications, with skilled refugees being directed into low paid and low status 

employment. One respondent told of how his tutor had stated their unhappiness with the 

initial employment plans that he had which involved using his existing skills. This tutor then 

effectively directed him down the social care employment path. However, having received 

this support and advice to seek employment in the social care sector, she subsequently 

found her job from searching newspapers. After many applications, just getting an interview 

was viewed as a significant step forward. ñWhen you are interviewed face to face then you 

feel more confidentò (E140-2).  

 

Another support worker had recently moved from a part-time job to a full-time permanent 

post. He had received support from a number of organisations which he felt had given him 

ñdirections of what decisions should I take to find myself. Itôs a very strong and a positive 

thing to know the UK system, working systemò (E144-2). Unlike some other respondents 

who indicated that they had received advice rather than direction, with regard to employment 

he stated that ñthey didnôt force me to take decisions but they advised and encouraged me to 

look in those things and how you pull things outò.  Without this support, he felt that he would 

not have been able to access the labour market. He contrasted his accessing of support with 

friends who had opted out of such support who he felt were now struggling to find work. With 

regard to his previous profession, he talked of giving up on his profession and ñfound out itôs 

a bit difficult because I have to upgrade that and itôll take me something like three or four 

years to do thatò. Instead he was advised that jobs are available in social care and therefore 

short-term decisions were prioritised against longer-term career options. However, this man 

also talked of the support being necessary with regard to what to expect in the job search 

process. He particularly mentioned certain questions that are routinely asked in interviews in 

Britain that would be treated with suspicion in his country of origin.  

 

Employment Aspirations 

In Survey 1 respondents indicated that their employment aspirations in most cases were not 

reflected in the work they were doing, and even in the types of work people were looking for. 

What is more the expectations people not in work had with regard to accessing any 

employment were in marked contrast to their desires to access that employment. Just 28% 

of respondents were confident that they would be able to access paid employment within the 
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following 2-years period despite an overwhelming desire to do so, some 72% of whom 

responded as much.  

 

 
Figure 10 ï Employment aspirations and employment expectations  

 

Linked to the giving up on using specialisms, aspirations changed in many cases to reflect 

this lack of optimism. One woman said ñTo make life better, yeséI told you that my husband 

is a doctor here, and also Iôm working hard to pass my exams and work as a doctor here as 

well.  But, heôs been out of work for three months now, and, how can I say, jobs are tight 

here, andélike the future for us, for me and for my husband, as doctors, is bleak orénot so 

certainò (E535). This was all leading to many respondents giving up on their specialisms. 

One woman talked of her and her husband being computer programmers in their country of 

origin but that they have both started to look at cleaning jobs (A14). Another who was an 

adult literacy teacher had applied to do a social care course (E108). Giving up on using 

existing skills was also partly determined by assumptions about available employment. 

ñWhat I am saying is we have to look for jobs where there are jobs availableò(E137).  

 

Many people simply considered their skills to have little utility in Scotland. ñI spoke with some 

people, some friends and I found it sounds very good job here, this job that I had in Iran, 

drawing map, itôs not very good here and itôs not a lot here, because in Iran it was a lot and 

everybody tried to make building by themselves, and they need this all maps and plans and 

everything.  But here itôs very different and I heard itôs not very good.  Thatôs why IéIôm 

thinking about social careò (E529). This word of mouth regarding employment matters is 

important, but there is the risk of the wrong information being provided if it is not being 
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delivered by experienced professionals with an in-depth knowledge of labour market issues. 

There are many skills that are transferable and rather than giving up on using those skills 

completely there may be ways where some can be used in different types of employment.  

 

Respondents were often acutely aware of the economic problems in the country and in some 

cases were adjusting their aspirations accordingly. One woman stated that ñI have 

experience in banking, it wasnôt such a good time or climate, good time to go into 

bankingé.because there was too much redundancies going on within the banking sectorò 

(E140). She went on that ñwe try to adapt to whatever is available. And we also see that 

even children of this country have, even if theyôve gone to universities, the students register 

for the same jobs in the care industry, but they are qualified to do much better jobs than 

thaté..theyôve had to think of the care industry because thatôs where the employment isò. 

 

The perception of current employment being short term on the part of the employees was 

reflected in discussions in Stage 5 of the research. None of our follow-up interviewees in 

work saw their present job as the job they would seek to do in the long term. Some were 

trying to enhance their skill set while others planned to advance within their present job 

and/or with their present employer. Many interviewees planned to simply look for jobs that 

paid more than minimum wage levels regardless of what type of employment that was. 

However, there was felt to be something of a Catch-22 situation whereby in order to obtain 

better paid employment, UK based qualifications were required, and yet minimum wage pay 

levels do not provide enough spare finances to pay to get those further qualifications.  

 

The participant doing a science degree not surprisingly did not see himself working in 

cleaning jobs in the long term. Having not been successful in finding work that used his 

existing skills, also science based, during his time in the UK, he was adamant that his newly 

acquired skills and qualifications would be utilised to the full. In the meantime he is trying to 

find employment that will be more conducive to his studies. Rather than working 3 hours 

each day either before or after university courses. Instead he wanted to work the same 

number of hours but in a concentrated block at weekends (E8-2). 

 

Another man believed he would work his way up in his existing job to a promoted post. 

Describing himself as very ambitious he stated that ñwhenever I start a career I donôt say 

because Iôm getting paid now Iôm happy thereé.within a year I have to make sure I improve 

something within that criteriaé.by setting goals Iôm working with these people but I know I 

deserve more than that. But itôs not about them, itôs about me pushing myself on the ladderò 

(E144-2). He wanted to pursue this career for his own self-worth but also to be an example 

to other refugees in Scotland that labour market success was possible.  ñI feel like Iôve got a 
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responsibility to go back (into refugee communities in Scotland) and tell people or encourage 

people who are down there and say, óok guys, thereôs still a life thereé.Iôm not saying follow 

me or do as I do, but itôs a good thing to express myself to tell people about the good things 

we can get. You can achieveò. 

Case Study 2 

E144 is a man from East Africa was recognised as a refugee in the summer of 2009, having 
been in the asylum system for three months. He was a teacher in his country of origin but 
the time it would have taken to be able to teach here dissuaded him from pursuing his career 
here.  Four years seemed too long for him to wait when he was keen to start working as 
soon as possible. E144 has done a considerable amount of voluntary work and feels that 
this is where he learnt about óUK working cultureô. 
 
He also found out about the labour market here from advice support agencies. This led to 
him doing an SVQ which allowed him to get a job as a part-time support worker. At the time 
of survey 1 he felt that he would be able to develop within social care. He talked of being on 
the first rung of the ladder but was confident he would continue to climb that ladder. In that 
regard, between survey 1 and interview 1 he had completed his SVQ2 which he was 
confident would allow him to get a better job. Although he feels the advice received led to 
him deciding on social care as a job he was adamant that he was supported rather than 
directed in those choices. He feels it is important to go where the jobs are. 
 
By the time of survey 2 E144 was working full-time and felt more free and independent than 
he has for many years. His full-time employment was found via his part-time work. He feels 
he has a number of transferable skills that he is using in his present work. In particular some 
of the social skills used in teaching have been used in his social care work. Although he likes 
his work he points out that despite high levels of skills allied to this voluntary work, he 
remains in minimum wage employment.  
 
Future career plans are limited by two things. The first is the relative lack of vertical 
movement that is possible within social care, meaning minimum wage work is difficult to 
move out of. The other limitation is the five-year review of his immigration status. He is 
worried that his employment prospects will remain static until he can secure his permanent 
status here, and he is unsure how he will find out about the five-year review process when 
the time arrives.  
 

 

The Benefits of Employment 

There are obvious financial benefits to people from accessing employment, although 

perhaps not as clear as might be thought due to the important issues of low pay and 

associated in-work poverty (more on this in the next section). Nevertheless, we were keen to 

find out from respondents what non-monetary benefits they had felt as a result of being in 

employment.  

 

Employment was seen as reducing social isolation among many refugees. One stated that 

ñwhen you are allowed to work then youôll be able to move, meet people, have friends, you 

know.  At times you will be happy, you find that you have someone to turn to, someone to 

talk toò (E58). However, the knock-on effect of this was that the lack of employment led to 

shame and often made friendships difficult to make and sustain. ñThere are some few who 
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embrace us very well.  I have a friend, Scottish, he's like myéI'm a single boy but he's like 

my father, doing much for me, and he has been pressing I want to introduce you to my wife 

and familyélet us go for lunch to my house.  I tell him inviting one for lunch, sometimes it 

indicates that you're equal, you can only invite an equal for lunch in your house.  But look at 

me, I'm down there, going to it with your family, we're having lunch at the same table, I'm 

joblesséno, just wait, such a time will come, let me see if in time, I can say fully integrate 

myself in society by getting a jobò (E382).  

 

For one woman the nature of her work, 12-hour night shifts in social care, meant that she 

had established her employment history while maintaining a routine that allowed for a good 

work-life balance, particularly important due to her having children. ñWhen they are at school 

Iôm at work. When they are at home, Iôm at home. When they are off, Iôm offò(E140-2). This 

was having a positive impact on her existing mental health problems, providing her with the 

boost of feeling she was being useful to both society and her family. The benefits of a good 

work-life balance was added to by being able to send a small amount of money to family in 

her country of origin, enhancing her feelings of usefulness.  

 

One issue mentioned by many respondents was the fact that work was having a 

considerable impact in the development of language skills, not only in terms of practice but 

also in relation to learning accents. The benefits of communication went beyond language 

though. ñThe fact that you are meeting new people is a good point for us to build ouréto be 

open mindedò (E185-2). This process of learning how to live in a society by more direct links 

and contacts with members of that society pervaded the narratives of many interviewees 

across a range of issues. There was some notion of acculturation in the views of many 

respondents who had never questioned some of their own beliefs and practices but who felt 

that as a result of such questioning they were now become more open-minded. 

 

Another common issue raised, partly due to their being from nations with no social security 

safety net, was the desire not to feel that they were reliant on the state in a form of 

institutional begging. This perspective was also tied into a desire to feel useful and to 

contribute, which was widely viewed as good for peoples self-worth. This had both internal 

and external aspects as the feeling of being useful by sending money to family in countries 

of origin was also raised by many respondents.  

 

Finances 

Financial betterment was related in all cases to employment. One respondent said ñI think it 

will be easier ifé.right now, Iôm in the process of registering myself with a translating body 

also. Yeah, so if I get that sorted, our life will be much easierò (E536). This optimism that 
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work would fundamentally change financial situations is questioned by the issue of in-work 

poverty, more on which below. Another stated that among asylum seekers the whole future 

was seen as being determined by their asylum claim. One said ñif you have a positive 

decision you are allowed to work, you can do everything you want.  Yeah, it can changeò 

(E460).  

 

As mentioned above, the link between employment and financial progress is not necessarily 

a clear one. Nevertheless, financial concerns for all asylum seekers and refugees are a key 

issue with regard to how they are able to rebuild their lives in Scotland. We investigated 

respondentsô financial situation by asking how they would describe their present household 

income. The figures shown in Table 5 indicate that many people are having some difficulty 

coping on their present income.  

 

Table 5 ï Feelings about finances 

 How do you feel about your present household income  Percent 

 living comfortably on present income 5.5 

coping on present income 26.1 

finding it difficult to cope 37.7 

finding it very difficult to cope 30.7 

Total 100.0  
 

Overall, almost 68% of people who answered the question indicated that they were finding it 

difficult or very difficult to cope on their present income. While the overall figures are similar 

by status, that is two thirds of both asylum seekers and refugees say that they are struggling 

to cope financially; this masks the severity of struggle. 43% of refugees say that they are 

finding it difficult to cope, while 43% of asylum seekers state that they are finding it very 

difficult to cope. There were slight differences in terms of how people felt they were coping 

financially by gender. While large proportions of both men and women were finding it very 

difficult to cope on their present income, 32.9% and 30% respectively, a further 40% of 

women and 32.9% of men stated that they were finding it difficult to cope on their present 

income, meaning that some 70% of women and 65.7% of men were to some degree 

struggling to cope financially. Just 3% of women and 7.6% of men felt that they were living 

comfortably on their present income.  

 

The Scottish Household Survey gives the following results. This indicates far more financial 

difficulty among our sample than among the general Scottish population. 

 
Table 6 ï Scottish Household Survey on financial struggle  

 All  Male  Female  15% Most Deprived  

Manages well 49% 53% 44% 31% 

Get by 39% 37% 41% 46% 

Donôt manage well  12% 10% 15% 23% 
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Although the questions are somewhat different, the Household Survey results would also 

indicate that refugees struggle financially much more even than the 15% most deprived in 

Scotland. 

 

Questions on finances indicate a widespread struggle to make ends meet. One respondent 

gave a substantial breakdown of his costs. ñThey give us a hundred and two pounds every 

week, thatôs for both of us. So obviously my wife needs half of that, so Iôve fifty one pounds. 

So from the fifty one pounds that I have, and Iôm responsible for things, I have to pay fifteen 

pounds for electricity, five pounds sixty for a television licence, five pounds a week for 

Council tax.  So you might have twenty or ten pounds left to eat.  You need to pay transport 

costs if you have to go somewhere.  Also I still have my daughter in the Congo.  She couldnôt 

come with my wife because they were asking for one thousand two hundred dollars.  So my 

wife and I have to save money to send so that my daughter can be supported there.  So 

because of the living costs that we have and the support that we have to send for our 

daughter, we find it very difficult to manageò (E137). Another talked of the financial difficulties 

she faced that led her to óbeggingô from friends. ñWhen I was on a Jobseekers Allowance, 

the government is paying for my rent, my council tax, thatôs why.  I have to pay for my 

electricity, I have to pay for my gas.  I have to buy my food.  I have to buy clothing.  I have to 

send money to my childrenéé128 every fortnight. Quite impossible.  What do you do?  You 

beg among yourselves, you beg among your fellow members of the same community from.  

You beg, you literally beg, because you are scared to keep knocking on the door of 

government.  Because they tell you, as far as we are concerned, we are taking care of youò 

(E140). 

 

Despite financial problems, there were some respondents who indicated a gratitude for any 

financial support they received. This partly reflected the lack of support available in the 

countries of origin of respondents. ñWe have to do with what we have, you see.  And we 

canôt complain because we areéI can say, maybe because we are not from this country, but 

we have to do with what we are givenò(E750). Despite that, the same individual did talk 

about financial struggle and its impact on children. ñYou canôtéwith children, children need a 

lot of things.  They meet other children at school.  They see other children have got such 

toys.  I canôt afford some of the toys they are talking about.  So I just tell them this is what I 

can afford, you seeò (Ibid). Another agreed, stating that ñI think I donôt want to say itôs a small 

money because itôs very good money for me that I donôt have job, itôs very helpful but I have 

to decide and change my idea about buying everything, for example of course I donôt have a 

lot of things but I donôt think about them in my situation, thatôs why this money is I say maybe 

number twoéé.. Not comfortable life, not bad because itôs very great from this governmentò 

(E529).  
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Many interviewees were quite sanguine about their financial situation. ñIôm coping on the 

present incomeéé I have the power to cope!  I just cope!ò (E535). ñThere are things that 

you like to have but you just say when my circumstances get better, I canò (E536).  One 

respondent felt that he would be financially ok if it were not for his desire to socialise. 

However, he was also in the situation where he could get financial support from family in his 

country of origin (E541).  

 

Not surprisingly many of the financial problems that people identified were linked to either 

being restricted from employment or struggling to find employment. One said ñif you are not 

working you see they give you this money, you have to pay electricity, you have to pay also 

the council tax and if you make some mathematics there we see you are left maybe small 

money only just for eating.  Thatôs why we are pray keeping to say to the government to 

have the policy to the job creation like Labour did.  So it means first of all maybe we start 

with the Scottish people and give chance to all the asylum seekers and to balance the 

market, that will be a good opportunity for usò (E752). The poverty trap, whereby available 

work would pay little more than benefits was also mentioned, as was the difficulty in working 

out such calculations. ñIf you don't get people explain to you what's going to be the 

difference, it's going to beéyou might end up choosing the wrong choicesé.. Yeah and bills 

and all those type of things.  Before you get into that part-time job, you must make sure you 

know exactly what's going to happen (E144). It is worth reiterating, however, that the vast 

majority of refugees simply want to work and for them no such calculations are made. 

 

For many respondents finances were seen as meeting food costs and little more. One spoke 

of having one jacket, one pair of shoes and one scarf, and having to make do with that. He 

said money was just for food but that he was fortunate with regard to the proximity to the city 

centre, that he could walk rather than using unaffordable transport (E368). Another 

respondent referred to living óhand to mouthô, but saw this as a sacrifice worthwhile for the 

future of his children. ñSo just hand to mouth, not much, but because I put my head down 

that my children should stand on their feet, should complete their education, and they may 

get a job and then hopefully may just rid of these benefits.  Iôm not personally keen to get 

these benefits, but that's like who is below me and he might have more need than meò 

(E35).  

 

Other effects of financial struggle were also mentioned. One man said he simply got used to 

financial struggle. He had responded by effectively living in just one room. ñOnly just my 

bedroom......because I couldn't heat all my flaté.. Yeah, I was just using my bedroom for 

everything, for studying, sleeping, even I was eating in thereò (E153). There were also health 
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effects of financial struggle mentioned my some respondents. ñLiving on the Ã65 every week 

is notéitôs very difficult to budget.  For example éé.Iôm somebody who has blood pressure 

and the doctor wanted me to eat healthy fruit.  Sometimes you end up eating what you can 

afford with the money because you canôtéthe food is very, very expensive and even to 

manage that money is very difficult and again even paying your bills is not easy.  Itôs very 

difficultò (E751).  

 

One lone parent talked of all of the money she had going to pay for things her baby needs. 

This made attending appointments both regarding her own health and the health of her child 

difficult. ñBecause, you know, my real problem is the baby. Because the baby is still using 

Pampers. My baby is asthmatic, yeah, so there are so many things where we donôt seem 

toéyou have to get the baby stuff. Before you know it the money is goneé. Home every 

time, because even if I need to goéI do go to Rape Crisis, and they have to refund my 

money, you know, they pay for the transport to here, and apart from that I donôt even go out. 

If I do have something very, very important, if I need to go to my solicitor I have to walk from 

my house to the city centre just to save moneyò (E58).  

 

Family also had other impacts on finances. For example, one man felt that he had been 

coping prior to the arrival of his wife. He now felt he was finding it very difficult to cope 

(E137). Another interviewee alluded to the costs of her maintaining contact with family in her 

country of origin. ñSometimes I run out of money.  You need to have a phone.  In my case I 

have children in (Country of Origin).  And I should be able to call them.  They need to be 

able to call me.  I cannot afford this pay as you go phones, so I thought Iôm going on a 

contract and those contracts will run into hundreds of dollars because you cannot tell me not 

to speak to my children when I feel lonely, when I miss them, the next thing Iôm going to do is 

take the phone and call themééWhen your children have got problems theyôll beep you, 

you need to call back.  They will not understand, even if they understand that you donôt have 

money, but you are the parent, you are the only one they turn to.  So itôs not an option of oh 

Iôm going to phone the next day.  If they beep you there and then youôve got to call them 

backò (E140).  

 

Refused asylum seekers living on the Azure card16 also raised a number of issues. Not only 

did the use of the card lead to embarrassment but there were also problems in accessing 

required goods, such as phone cards. ñSome shops like, when the Home Office sent the 

Azure card they send a letter with the shops you can go to with the card.  They put their co-

                                            
16

 The Azure card was introduced in 2009 as a replacement for vouchers for refused asylum seekers on Section 
4 support. Those supported via the Azure card still face most of the same limitations as the previous form of 
voucher support; cashlessness, ability to only shop in designated places and the stigma attached to the card 
remain major issues.  
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operative, but one day when I went there they said no, we canôt take, we donôt take this card 

any longer so it, you feel like embarrassed, you know.  And some shopséé. Sometimes, 

you know you have a phone, you can say I want a voucher to top up my phone, they say 

noéé.So you donôt have money to buy your, to top up your phone.  We have, you might be 

with a person, so I donôt know.  Weôre supposed to phone someone, youôre supposed to 

phone sometimes your solicitor, but they say no, you canôt buy it.  So itôs not easyò (E460). 

Another stated that ñBecause before when I just started using the Section 4 that I used to get 

so humiliated in the supermarkets, like most of the till people are not told about it, so when 

you go to...I have even had to put things back because the whole of the people in the 

supermarket did not know about this cardéé. And another time I had to stand there 

because they were looking for the manager to ask him about the cardéé I was really very 

scared, I thought maybe they were going to call the police on me.  And there was a queue of 

people all looking at me like this, like Iôm a criminalò (E279).  

 

Looking at any financial changes among those responding to both surveys, with a larger 

proportion of people in employment, we see only marginal perceptions of financial progress. 

The numbers struggling to financially cope remain high.  

 
Table 7 ï feelings about income in Survey 1 and Survey 2  

 

On further investigation, only those working full-time indicate a positive change in how they 

feel about their financial situation, with 3 of 5 respondents in this category indicating that 

they were either living comfortably or coping. Nevertheless, this still indicates that 40% of 

respondents working full-time are struggling financially, highlighting the issue of in-work 

poverty. In addition, more than half of all respondents working part-time state that they are 

finding it difficult to cope, another important issue that combines low pay and 

underemployment. Among those working the impact of employment on finances was not 

always substantial. However, such money issues within the broader context of refugeesô 

lives were treated somewhat prosaically.  ñEven if itôs not Iôm really satisfied this is the good 

money I want, no, because when I came here I didnôt come for money but I came to save my 

lifeò (E144-2). The fact that there was so much optimism regarding the future among those 

working also impacted on views of the present. ñI am happy at the present moment because 

I am still going on the ladderò (E144-2). This reflects the fact that expectations are not 

how do you feel about your present household income * survey   
  initial 

response 
follow-up 
response 

Total 

how do you feel about 
your present household 
income 

living comfortably on present income 3 2 5 

coping on present income 7 8 15 

finding it difficult to cope 9 13 22 

finding it very difficult to cope 8 7 15 
 Total 27 30 57 
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unrealistic.  One respondent highlighted what he considered to be his essential needs, a 

fairly modest perspective. ñIôm doing fine. Little bit of debt but its ok. I can eat whatever I 

want to eat. Iôm sharing a flat with another guy. I have a decent room. I have a laptop for my 

study. Iôm doing fineò (E8-2). 

 

However, others did highlight some financial struggle, particularly those looking after family. 

One woman spoke of doing a full-time and part-time job simultaneously in order to fund 

family reunion17. She felt she only managed to survive now due to Government support in 

the form of tax credits. There was also a view that minimum wage employment made 

progression beyond the present work type difficult due to not being able to afford to finance 

further study or up skilling and skills were not being developed within these minimum wage 

jobs.  

 

The longitudinal nature of this project means that we asked about both past and future 

developments. We asked respondents how their financial situation had changed and how 

they thought it might change in the future. The first table indicates that a large proportion of 

our respondents feel that their financial situation has either stayed the same or deteriorated 

in the previous year. Results do not appear to be based on length of stay in Scotland as 

there is no discernible pattern with regard to year of arrival and whether someoneôs financial 

situation has improved.  

 

Table 8 ï Feelings about finances compared to a year ago in Survey 1 and Survey 2 

Do you think you're financially better off now tha n you were a year ago  
  initial response follow-up response Total 

do you think you're 
financially better off now 
than you were a year ago 

better off 6 5 11 

worse off 9 10 19 

about the same 15 12 27 
 Total 30 27 57 

 

Further to the issue of low paid work, it is evident that employment has had little impact in 

terms of how respondents view their financial situation. Twice as many respondents felt that 

in the previous year their finances had deteriorated than those who felt that they had 

improved, despite more people being in employment. The upshot is that optimism that their 

financial situation will improve in the next year diminishes somewhat, although over 40% still 

think that things will improve, compared to 57% in Survey 1.  

 

                                            
17

 Refugees have a legal right begin the process of becoming reunited with their immediate family members. 
Although visa costs for those seeking to come to the UK as part of that process are waived, there are other costs 
such as immediate tracing of family members and often the cost of travel to the UK after having been found. For 
more seethe report, ñOne day we will be reunitedò Experiences of Refugee Family Reunion in the UK  
http://www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/policy_and_research/research_reports/research_reports_archive     

http://www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/assets/0000/0099/Family_reunion_research_someday_we_will_be_reunited.pdf
http://www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/policy_and_research/research_reports/research_reports_archive
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Looking at just those who completed the follow-up survey along with their responses at 

Survey 1 we see falling levels of optimism that finances will improve, despite the fact more 

people are in work at this point and that people expect to progress in employment. However, 

there is a split among respondents regarding their optimism, or lack thereof. Refugees on 

the whole were relatively sanguine about the future while asylum seekers believed that 

getting refugee status would change their future dramatically, in financial terms and 

otherwise. 

 

Table 9 ï projected financial change in the coming year in Survey 1 and Survey 2 

do you think you will be finan cially better off in a year  
  initial response follow-up response Total 

do you think you will be 
financially better off in a 
year 

better off 16 12 28 

worse off 3 6 9 

about the same 8 10 18 
 Total 28 28 56 

 

 

Conclusion 

Employment has been one of the key areas of policy intervention with regard to refugee 

integration. Nevertheless employment rates remain very low despite an overwhelming desire 

to work among both those with and those without the right to work. There are significant 

barriers to employment that require attention, not the least of which are skills recognition and 

language development. This highlights the need for language support early in order that this 

barrier can be overcome quickly so that people can then develop at a relative pace. The lack 

of work history here also contributed to these difficulties. For example, a number of 

respondents commented on the demand among employment agencies for a work history in 

the UK. Where work has been successfully accessed it tends to be in low paid and insecure 

parts of the labour market. This means that fairly high skill levels in many cases are not 

being utilised and skills can subsequently become redundant or outdated. Nevertheless 

respondents remain optimistic that they will either access or progress in the labour market. 

For the time being though, refugees on the whole face severe financial struggle.  
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CHAPTER 4 - HOUSING AND NEIGHBOURHOODS 

 

Introduction 

Housing has been identified as a key factor in the facilitation of refugee integration and along 

with employment has been one of the main factors subject to a series of UK Governmental 

interventions in the form of both the Sunrise and Refugee Integration and Employment 

Service funding streams. There are major difficulties in determining what housing integration 

means however. Very low levels of home ownership when compared to the general 

population makes full comparisons with overall populations somewhat redundant and 

comparisons with specific declines of the population would perhaps treat refugees as more 

of a homogenous group than they are. How refugees feel about their housing and their 

experiences of that housing are therefore key to this chapter. However, as with all aspects of 

integration the basis on which people are answering questions is of the utmost importance. 

Therefore housing in peoplesô country of origin was touched on in order to inform any 

analysis of the way refugees view housing here. The chapter then goes on to look at the 

issue of who owns the homes where respondents live, followed by length of stay in present 

housing. The chapter then examines responses around housing conditions and respondentsô 

satisfaction with housing. This leads to a section on whether people would like to leave their 

present accommodation and if so the reasons for that decision. Next the section touches on 

the important issue of temporary accommodation, the link between views on housing and 

neighbourhoods and ends by looking at the issue of housing support, who provides support 

and how people feel about the support available. 

 

Country of Origin Housing 

Views of housing are often influenced by respondentsô history of housing in their countries of 

origin. Housing type and inequality of housing formed most discussion about these 

comparisons and intersected with the social class of respondentsô prior to them leaving their 

country of origin. Thus comparisons that respondents make with housing in their country of 

origin there were in part determined by the status of individuals prior to having to flee. A 

number of respondents made reference to the class based nature of housing in their country 

of origin, whereby most people lived in poor and overcrowded housing while the wealthier 

lived in large well maintained homes (E750). Our respondents in many cases reflected both 

sides of this housing spectrum. Some talked of large and extended families living in small 

family homes well into adulthood with conditions and overcrowding highlighted as serious 

issues. For those who had come from comparatively well off families, the loss of substantial 

housing, to be replaced in Scotland by small high rise accommodation created some 

adjustment problems (A75). For others the concept of public housing was alien and this also 

created adjustment issues, although nobody expressed reservations about the benefits of 
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such housing. Many were simply not used to having housing support and in some cases had 

been unaware of access and entitlements until sometime after the point at which such 

support was available. Many respondents spoke of the severe overcrowding in homes that 

they had lived in in their country of origin. This informed their views of whether they lived in 

crowded homes in Scotland whereby they did not feel overcrowded in homes we would 

consider to be so, although there was a degree of acculturation in that in many cases they 

had now started to compare the size and conditions of housing to their perception of the 

Scottish population rather than to their country of origin.  

 

Housing for asylum seekers is provided on a no-choice basis through the dispersal 

programme underpinned by the 1999 Immigration and Asylum Act. Glasgow City Council 

was the largest single local authority in Britain to take part in the dispersal process and as 

such has taken roughly 10% of all asylum applicants in the UK since the outset of dispersal 

in 2000. Asylum seekers did not have to take the accommodation offered but would not be 

entitled to any alternative housing should they refuse the housing offered. The vast majority 

of asylum seekers were dispersed to areas of low demand and social deprivation through a 

series of sub-contracts with social landlords, although contracts were also signed between 

UKBA and Y People, formerly YMCA, although contracts were also signed with private for 

profit companies such as The Angel Group.  

 

Home Ownership 

The Scottish Household Survey finds that housing type is related to longevity of stay and 

perhaps not surprisingly, indicates significant differences in terms of housing tenure when 

compared to our sample, as some 66% of the Scottish population own the homes they live 

in, with a further 22% living in social housing, and 10% in private rented accommodation.  

 

Table 10 ï Scottish Household Survey Housing types 

 Under a 
year 

1-2 years 3-4 years 5-10 years 

Owner 29% 56% 66% 71% 

Social rented 22% 21% 23% 24% 

Private rented 47% 22% 9% 4% 

 

The low levels of home ownership among our sample means that responses are slanted 

towards shorter term housing occupancy as housing churn is higher among those who do 

not either own their homes or live in council housing. As the majority of respondents live in 

Glasgow and Glasgow City Council transferred their housing stock to the Glasgow Housing 

Association (GHA) a social landlord, the suggestion might be that refugees have relatively 

high levels of housing churn, as will be developed in the next section of this chapter. 

 



39 
 

Our respondents tend to be quite clustered in a narrow range of housing options. The broad 

responses to ownership indicate that Glasgow Housing Association is the largest housing 

provider among our sample, followed by Glasgow City Council through their contract with 

UKBA, since replaced by Orchard and Shipman under the new Home Office contract18. 

Table 11 Survey 1 responses have therefore undergone considerable change in the last 

year. 

 

Table 11 - Who owns your home?  

  Percent 

 GHA 29.4 

Private landlord 10.9 

YMCA 10.1 

Angel 4.0 

NASS/GCC 17.7 

Temporary accommodation 9.3 

Local authority housing 2.0 

family or friend 6.5 

other housing association 6.0 

other 1.2 

don't know 2.8 

Total 100.0 

 

That 9.4% of the overall sample, or 9.7% of refugees were in temporary accommodation is a 

cause for some concern and will be developed more later in this chapter. 

 

Length of Stay  

The degree of housing stability can have a major impact on both how people feel about their 

housing but also on views of their locality and neighbourhood, highlighting the connections 

between housing and community, both relating to specific and usually small spatial units. In 

Survey 1 we asked how long people had lived in their present homes to provide the context 

in which they were answering questions. The results were also important in providing a 

sense of housing churn and show quite large numbers of people were relatively new to their 

accommodation. 

 
Table 12 ï Time in present accommodation in Survey 1    

  Percent 

 less than 6 months 27.5 

between 6 months and a year 21.2 

between 1 and 2 years 17.8 

more than 2 years 33.5 

Total 100.0  

 

                                            
18

 In 2012 private outsourcing firm Serco won the contract to provide support, including housing, to 
asylum seekers in Glasgow.  The housing part was taken over by Orchard and Shipman, a national 
housing provider who would take over some housing units from Y People while also seeking others.  
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Not surprisingly the length of time people have been in the country has a major impact on 

their response to this question, with people who have been here longer tending to be more 

settled in their present accommodation. Nevertheless, in each year of arrival since 2005, 

over 40% of people answering Survey 1 had lived in their present accommodation for a year 

or less. There were no significant gender differences in this regard. However, there was 

some divergence among those who have children, with longer term stay more common. 

Indeed, over 40% of respondents who had children indicated that they had been in their 

present home for over two years.  

 

Table 12 ï Time in present accommodation in Survey 2   

  Percent 

 less than 6 months 12.5 

between 6 months and a year 21.9 

between 1 and 2 years 15.6 

more than 2 years 50.0 

Total 100.0 

 

When looking only at respondents in Survey 2 we see that over 50% have lived in their 

existing property for more than 2 years, with 34% having been in their home for a year or 

less. What both results show is that there are relatively high levels of housing churn, 

although respondents tend to have lived in the same home for longer in Survey 2, perhaps 

suggesting a more settled population and a temporal dimension to housing stability.  

 

Housing Conditions and Overcrowding 
 
Other research on refugee housing has indicated that the conditions of housing tend to be of 

variable quality, with some housing providers having a particularly poor reputation19. While 

the vast majority of our respondents did not raise the issue of housing conditions in 

responses to either Surveys 1 & 2 or in follow-up interviews, there were a number who did, 

with fifty-one people citing housing conditions as a reason for wanting to move from their 

present accommodation. The furnishing of housing was mentioned by a number of 

respondents, in both positive and negative ways. Some felt that the décor was good and the 

houses relatively well maintained (E750), while others felt that they had been given a shell 

which they, on very little income, had to gradually furnish. One spoke of having moved home 

5 times in 8 years but had since moved into a nice flat, but one that had nothing in it. He 

managed to get a community care grant to provide carpets and a bed. Friends gave him 

plastic chairs and the rest, such as washing machines and other furniture would have to wait 

(E752). 

 

                                            
19

 Netto and Fraser (2009) Navigating the Maze 
http://www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/policy_and_research/research_reports/research_reports_arc
hive 
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For others the conditions of their properties were of huge concern. One man told us ñthe 

house we live in at the moment is hell.  Itôs in a pitiful state. Thereôs lots of dampness on the 

walls.  There is water thatôs leaking through the roof and thereôs dampness in the bedroom.  

é.. Damp started appearing last year in 2010. So Iôve been telling them about this 

dampness problem since May 2010ò (E137). He had had regular contact with the housing 

provider about this but felt that his concerns had gone unheeded. The view that housing 

providers were unresponsive to any concerns or complaints was a fairly widely held one, 

particularly among those still going through the asylum process. 

 

A related issue was that of overcrowding. We asked how many people live in their homes, 

how many children of various ages live in those homes, and how many bedrooms they have. 

The data shows us that of the 230 people who answered the question, the mean figure for 

size of household is 3.60. The mean figure for numbers of bedrooms stands at 1.94, 

meaning that on average there are just over two people for each bedroom in the homes in 

which they live. The ratio is slightly better for those with families, with a mean of 2.40 

bedrooms for 3.90 people in a household. This points to some level of overcrowding, and 

indeed when the cases are looked at individually, there are a number of key issues of 

concern. There are numerous cases of 3 people living in a one bedroom house. While this 

may not be an issue for a couple with a child, many of these cases are a lone parent and two 

children. One case has six people, five of them under the age of 16, living in a three 

bedroom house, while another had six residents with three people under 16 living in a 

similarly sized home. The worst examples of overcrowding indicated from the survey are; a 

case where seven people are sharing a two bedroom home. This includes two people under 

the age of 16; a case where seven people, with five under the age of 16 and two under the 

age five, are living in a two bedroom home; and a case where eight people, including two 

under the age of five, share just three bedrooms. These overcrowding issues are supported 

by a Masters dissertation done in conjunction with Scottish Refugee Council regarding 

housing issues in 2011. This research found that refugees most commonly lived 3 people to 

a one-bedroom home and five people to a two-bedroom home20.  

 

Scottish Social Attitudes data shows that the mean number of bedrooms per household 

across Scotland was 2.64, although it does not provide a mean for the number of people in 

those homes. Nevertheless, the following provides some indication and suggests that our 

sample live in smaller homes than the Scottish average. 

 

  

                                            
20

 In 2011 a Queen Margaret University student conducted a number of interviews looking at the 
housing journeys of refugees as part of her Mastersô dissertation.  
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Table 13 - Scottish Social Attitudes rooms per home 

Rooms 2 ï 9.3% 3 ï 18.8% 4 ï 29.7% 5 ï 25.3% 

Bedrooms  1 ï 12.2% 2 ï 26.6% 3 - 47.7% 4 ï 10.7% 

 

Case study 3  

E137 is a man from central Africa who arrived in Scotland in 2008, getting refugee status 9 
months later in 2009. Since survey 1 E137 has managed to bring his partner over to join 
him. Between survey 1 and survey 2 he also managed to obtain part-time employment and 
felt that his financial outlook improved as a result. In addition his language skills had 
improved to such a degree that while requiring a translator at interview 1, he was 
comfortable without at interview 2. 
 
E137 has lived in the same property for over two years. Prior to that, while in the asylum 
process he had moved around a lot and had been moved three times in the year before 
getting status. The home he is now in is the first that has not been either National Asylum 
Support Service accommodation provided as part of the dispersal process or temporary 
accommodation on being recognised as a refugee. This relative stability has led to him 
feeling safer and more satisfied with both his home and his neighbourhood. However, he 
feels that the home is too small due to his partner now being here and he would therefore 
like to move. Surprisingly, despite indicating some satisfaction with his housing E137 also 
talked of the health problems that have emerged as a result of the conditions of his home. 
He talks of severe dampness that has contributed to health problems. His GP has written 
letters to housing agencies to that affect.  
 
With regard to housing choice E137 felt that he did not so much have a choice as an option 
set against an unknown. He took the accommodation he was offered despite reservations 
due to the fact that he felt he would have to take the second offer which could well be worse 
should he have refused. At this time he was trying to bring over his partner and child and he 
was scared that they would be left with an unacceptable home as a result. Having not yet 
managed to bring his child here he is aware that he cannot plan for a larger family in the 
sense that he will not be able to move accommodation until his child arrives, which means 
he may have a considerable time in cramped conditions should they manage to bring their 
child to Glasgow.  
 
Overall and despite concerns with the conditions in his home E137 thinks that housing in 
Scotland is well organised and preferable to those in his home country. While in his country 
of origin if you canôt afford a home you are homeless, he is very grateful for the very 
existence of social housing here and sees them very much as a public good. 

 

Housing Satisfaction 

Despite some of these issues regarding overcrowding and housing conditions, there are 

relatively high levels of satisfaction with present accommodation among our sample, with 

over 50% in Survey 1 indicating that they were either satisfied or very satisfied.  

 

Table 14 - Satisfaction with accommodation  

 How satisfied are you with your 
present accommodation? 

Percent 

 very satisfied 13.9 

satisfied 39.1 

not sure 16.0 

not very satisfied 19.3 

very unsatisfied 11.8 

Total 100.0 
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Figure 11 

 

It is evident that the level of satisfaction with accommodation is lower among women than 

men.  Furthermore, the level of satisfaction drops by almost 10% among women who have 

children, indicating that there is a relationship, although not a strong one, between having 

negative feelings about present accommodation and having children. In follow-up interviews 

it is evident, although perhaps not surprising, that these concerns did not result from families 

living in worse conditions than single people, but instead are due to parents wishing for 

better for their children than they would accept for themselves. Almost all negative 

comments about housing conditions concerned unhappiness with young children crawling on 

dirty floors and assumed health problems resulting from dampness and/or mould.  

 

Somewhat paradoxically, despite the relatively high levels of satisfaction with 

accommodation, large numbers of our respondents in Survey 1 wanted to leave their present 

homes, almost 55% of the overall sample.   
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Figure 12 

 

There was, however, a difference in the answering of this question by status, although 

perhaps not the difference that might be expected. Asylum seekers were less likely to want 

to move from their present accommodation than refugees, despite the fact that refugees 

have some element of choice regarding their accommodation. This goes against many of the 

assumptions that the research project would have made given what we know about asylum 

seekers views of the quality of their accommodation. That is, despite a known unhappiness 

with housing among asylum seekers, and a lack of choice for asylum seekers, they were 

less likely to want to leave their accommodation. This is in part due to some social support in 

their neighbourhoods, and partly due to the focus of those in the asylum process being 

entirely on that asylum process. It is only on being recognised as refugees that many people 

feel able to contemplate issues such as moving home.  
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Figure 13 

 

Stage 4 UK wide findings of the Survey of New Refugees finds that just over half of 

respondents would like to move home, similar to our overall figure but significantly lower 

than that found among the comparable sample, that of refugees, which shows that 67.9% of 

refugees would like to move home.  

 
Table 15 - Survey of New Refugees desire to leave accommodation  

Would you like to, or do you need to move 
from your current accommodation?  

Percent 

Yes, like to 20.7 

Yes, need to 10.5 

Yes, like to and need to 21.1 

No 47.6 

Total 100.0  

 

There may be a number of reasons for the apparent anomaly regarding refugees and 

asylum seeker responses to the desire to move home. First, while people are going through 

the asylum process, their attention tends to be focussed on that process, with little additional 

energy to spend on other matters. This finding is replicated in the chapter on health. In 

addition, expectations may change according to status. This means that refugees would 

perhaps expect and strive for improved accommodation once their status is secure.  

 

For those who indicated a desire to leave their accommodation in Survey 1, there were a 

variety of reasons given for why they feel that way. This was a multiple response question so 

respondents could give as many reasons as they liked for wishing to move home.  
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Table 16 ï reasons for wanting to leave present accommodation 

Reasons for wanting to leave Frequency of Response  

Size of property  62 

Condition of property 51 

For work 10 

Type of property 47 

For health reasons  26 

For family reasons 19 

Because of the area  39 

Because of neighbours 12 

To buy my own home 17 

A different reason  15 

 

The above table shows a wide variety of reasons for wishing to leave their present 

accommodation, with the physical characteristics of the property being the dominant group 

of issues.  

 

There are a number of gendered dimensions to these responses. Women show a much 

larger propensity to cite the condition of properties as the reason they wish to leave their 

present home than men. 21% of men who indicated a desire to move home cited the size of 

a property as having such an impact, compared to 34% of women. Similarly, health reasons 

are cited by just 4% of men but some 18% of women.  

 

There are also a variety of differences in responses by status. Overall, refugees outnumber 

asylum seekers in answering almost all questions in the affirmative in greater numbers. Size 

of properties shows the starkest contrast with 33% of refugees who wished to move home 

citing this as a reason compared to only 15% of asylum seekers. This might suggest that 

refugees have settled with their family or wish to move in order to prepare for the arrival of 

family while asylum seekers are more likely to be on their own. Preparation for arrival was 

something of a vexed issue. For example, one man hoped to move house in order to 

prepare for the arrival of his children. His concern was that he was unable to prepare for that 

arrival and should his children arrive he worried he would then quickly be uprooted. Both the 

area and the type of property show the opposite relationship between refugees and asylum 

seekers. That is, despite the overall slanting of responses towards refugees, asylum seekers 

outnumber them on those two variables, indicating that area and type of housing are 

particular areas of concern for asylum seekers.  

 

In Survey 2, despite a large proportion of respondents having moved home in the previous 

year (45% of the total), just 25% of participants said that they would definitely like to stay in 

their present accommodation, with over 60% saying that they would rather move. Even 

looking at the matched responses, that is, those who answered both surveys, there is also a 

drop in the proportion of respondents wishing to stay in their present home, from 13 to nine. 
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21 people who answered the question in Survey 2 wanted to move house, while 15 had 

moved in the past year, meaning at least three people who have moved in the past year 

want to move again. 

 

The reasons people gave for wanting to leave their accommodation were different to the 

reasons people eventually did leave. There are a variety of reasons for which respondents 

had moved home in the previous year. For some it was due to changed immigration status, 

with 4 of the fifteen who had moved falling into this category. That is, they were asylum 

seekers at the time of Survey 1 who had subsequently being recognised as refugees and 

granted leave to remain and so moved from NASS accommodation to some form of 

mainstream accommodation, or in many cases temporary accommodation. For others, all 

refugees, the move had been due to them vacating temporary accommodation having been 

in such accommodation from the point at which they were granted refugee status. Others still 

referred to the size of properties as being the primary reasons for moving. For some this was 

simply about getting refugee status and wishing to move from small cramped 

accommodation into larger family homes. Thus with refugee status often comes a change in 

expectations and aspirations. Others had managed to locate family members abroad and 

had either successfully traversed the family reunion process or had moved in preparation for 

such an outcome, although doing so prior to family arriving was fraught with difficulties. For a 

small number of respondents moving was primarily about local amenities. In particular, the 

distance of homes from local schools was a reason for moving home as well as for choosing 

which house was appropriate. ñHouse is good but my childrenôs school is very far and this is 

very difficult, one hourò (E657).  

Temporary Accommodation  

A significant minority of our refugee respondents had experienced, or were still experiencing, 

temporary accommodation. However, the temporariness of such housing varied with some 

people in such accommodation for over a year. For one, having lived in temporary 

accommodation for two years, she was keen to stay in the same flat but have some security 

by making it permanent. ñI donôt want to keep moving againò (E751). Although not happy with 

the physical conditions of her home she prioritised her locality and local integration above 

these housing conditions. In addition, she felt that the conditions of the house could be 

improved should she successfully make it permanent. 

 

There were a number of negative knock on effects mentioned by respondents as resulting 

from this long-term temporariness. ñThe house can be a barrier to get jobs because you 

know temporary accommodation is very expensive, and once I start working that house is 

too highly rented at Ã92 every weekò (E751). There is a time lag therefore, whereby getting a 
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job leads to more expensive rent and time does not allow access to mainstream housing 

quickly enough not to produce a financial hit. Another respondent thought her temporary 

accommodation was adequate but that it was too far away from town. This means when she 

comes into town she will just stay there all day regardless of the weather as she cannot 

afford to travel back and forth and there is nothing in her locality to do. This added a sense 

of social isolation to other housing and community issues 

 

A number of respondents were either temporarily or long term homeless. In such situations 

some individuals spent periods of time sleeping rough while others had the óshameô of 

relying on friends. One asylum seeker spoke about a couple of periods of homelessness. 

ñIôve been homeless for a year and a half and one time six monthsé.. I just shared with 

some friends; I have a lot of friends here that work in the community and my community so I 

have a lot of friends here I just share with different friendséé Sometimes itôs difficult, 

sometimes the friends canôt handle me anymore because of finances and people donôt have 

enough money as well, people just get status and itôs not working, thereôs not enough 

moneyò (E606). Another asylum seeker stated that ñfor the last year I hadnôt any money.  

They took my accommodation six months ago, I have to sleep with some friends for a few 

days and then a few days with another friend.  Sometimes I ask my friends for money, 

sometimes I spend all night with them for eating food.  Thatôs my life, which is not very 

goodéé I'm not allowed to work, I donôt have accommodation, I donôt have benefits, 

nothing.  I donôt have any support from anyé from no integration on that support, nothing.  

How can I survive?  Thatôs the questionò (E681).  

 

Homelessness isnôt just an issue for those in the asylum process however. Those who had 

experienced homeless hostels relayed very difficult experiences and some stayed in such 

accommodation for over a year (E38). There is a systemic problem whereby a very large 

proportion of newly recognised refugees are made homeless due to overly tight timescales 

in the ómove onô period21. One refugee in a homeless hostel for a considerable period of time 

told us that there were inevitable problems between residents who in many cases were 

addicts and asylum seekers and refugees. ñThere's going to be a clash.  And that clash 

being created by a misunderstanding or the type of life you are living.  Those people are 

drug addicts.  They've got a problemé.they need to have help.  But I'm not in that situation, 

my only problem to be I'm just homeless, I'm destitute only, but I am capable of doing 

anything, I'm capable of choosing, I'm not going to take drugs, I'm not going to have a 

friendship with those people.  But that creates tensionò (E144). 

 

                                            
21

 The ómove-onô period concerns the 28-days in which asylum seekers are expected to vacate their 
UKBA provided accommodation and find new homes and to access mainstream.  
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Housing Choice 

For those who are recognised as refugees, we were keen to discover how they felt about 

óchoiceô, whether they feel they had any housing choice and if they did, what they felt about 

their options22. One respondent felt that he had been given some element of choice but was 

reluctant to have to start his local integration in a new neighbourhood.  Although not satisfied 

with housing, the conditions were seen as worth putting up with in order to remain in the 

neighbourhood. ñWeôre well known in the area by nowò (E536). The fact that he had three 

children in a local school also led to reluctance to take them out of that particular school, an 

apparent contradiction with the earlier view that poor housing is a particular concern for 

families.  

Others also referred to having some element of choice. However, for some it was considered 

something of a Hobsonôs choice whereby the best of two bad options was taken (E33, A75). 

One man relayed, ñWell, we didnôt choose it.  Youôre taken to see whatôs available and youôre 

told that this is the only offer, the first offer, so if you donôt take this then thereôs nothing else.  

Well, in fact you have two offers.  They give you the first offer and if you refuse that, they 

give you a second one.  If, after that, you refuse, then they donôt help you anymore. So in 

effect, you have to accept the second offeré..  I wouldnôt have chosen to live thereò (E137).  

With regard to the issue of choice one interviewee alluded to not knowing Glasgow well 

enough to have made an informed choice at the time he had to make such a choice (E144). 

Thus differing needs and misunderstanding of the system operated against harmonious 

living. 

Case study 4  

E572 is a man from East Africa who arrived in Scotland in 2010. He has stayed in the same 
house for just over a year, having moved just before interview 2. Prior to that he had been 
able to keep on his NASS accommodation and therefore lived in that temporary 
accommodation for 18 months. He says the process of getting more stable housing was 
simple but that he lacked the knowledge to make informed choices. E572 has not received 
much advice about housing and that which he has had has been from a health related 
charity. He filled in a form of where he would be willing to live but thinks he didnôt really know 
many of the areas he was asked about. He then waited for over a year before being made 
an offer. He saw the place and thought it was ok so agreed to take it but has since regretted 
that due to the area. 
 
He feels that having some permanence has led to him feeling more at peace in his present 
home. That said, although E572 likes his home he would like to move because of the area. 
Until then he has been trying to furnish his flat on a very limited income and has relied on 
friends and charities to do so. 

 

  

                                            
22

 The vast majority of newly recognised refugees are made homeless due to the tight timescales of 
the 28-day ómove onô period. Once in temporary accommodation refugees in Glasgow are entitled to 
two óreasonableô offers of settled housing by Glasgow City Council Homelessness Services.    



50 
 

Housing and Neighbourhoods 

Many discussions about housing cannot be disentangled from feelings about 

neighbourhood. While some people appear to be able to separate the two, and view their 

homes as their sanctuaries within neighbourhoods, for many more the two are seen as 

contingent on one another. One talked of difficulties in his neighbourhood.  

ñThere was two times or three times big problem for me about teenager people, you 

know.  I made phone to police and report to police.  Police came, you know, but too 

lateé..I've been in Tesco and shopping, you know, just some plastic carrier bag, you 

know, and walk away to my home, there was eight or ten people, teenager, some girls, 

some boys behind me and tried to catch all my stuff, all the shopping, and all my 

shopping on the floor, you know.é.. And I just run away and try to call to police 

because that was not so far from my home, just a couple of minutes from it.  I'm just 

very, very angry and just try to open the door and get inside, and one of them is éé 

in the face, he said open the door, open the door.  I said why open the door, you want 

to try to kill me [laugh], I'm not opening the door, I'm not stupid.  And I tried to call to 

police.  Police came, but late.  And another time, a bottle of wine under my feetò (Far 

27). 

This was a particularly vivid example of harassment within neighbourhoods. However, he 

went on to say that he did not feel that this harassment was based on discrimination, that it 

was something people regardless of race experienced in his neighbourhood. Nevertheless, 

this made him very unsettled in his home. Another respondent also talked of the links 

between neighbourhood and housing.  ñThe flat weôre living, itôs a very old flat and itôs not 

maintained very well and there is crimes all the time.  You see police lights everywhere.  So I 

wouldnôt want my kids to see that all the timeò (E750).  

 

We followed survey questions about housing by asking how satisfied people were with their 

neighbourhoods, and also how safe they felt in those neighbourhoods. The overall figures 

are shown in the two tables below. These indicate both relatively high levels of satisfaction 

with the neighbourhoods in which people live, and also a high degree of feelings of safety in 

those communities.  
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Figure 14 

 

Figure 15 

There were significant gendered differences in relation to these responses. While there were 

relatively large numbers of respondents indicating overall satisfaction with their 

neighbourhood, 66% of men and 54% of woman indicating they were very satisfied or 

satisfied, the levels of dissatisfaction are concomitantly considerably higher among women. 

12.5% of men indicated that they were either unsatisfied or very unsatisfied, compared to 

28.4% of women. There are no significant differences in responses between women with 

and woman without children.   This finding is also reflected in the feelings of safety in their 

neighbourhoods.  
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Figure 16 

 

 

 

Figure 17 

The Scottish Household Survey addresses this question slightly differently, asking how 

respondents rate their neighbourhood as a place to stay. The comparison is worthwhile 

nevertheless. It finds that 55% rate their neighbourhood as a very good place to live, and 

38% as a fairly good place to live. Just 4.3% answer that their neighbourhood is a fairly poor 

place to live and 1.8% a very poor place to live23. Although our results show relatively high 

                                            
23

 Data available from http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/16002/DataAccesAgreements  

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/16002/DataAccesAgreements


53 
 

levels of satisfaction with neighbourhoods, they also indicate that against the Scottish 

population as a whole, neighbourhoods are less highly rated among asylum seekers and 

refugees. 

 

There was little difference in responses to neighbourhood satisfaction and safety in Survey 

2. The Scottish Household Survey addresses the issue of safety in a slightly different way by 

asking about safety in relation to walking alone. It found the following with the gender 

dimension added. The results are relatively similar to our findings.  

 

Table 17 ï Scottish Household Survey  -Safety in Neighbourhood 

 All Men Women 

Safe 75% 85% 66% 

Unsafe 22% 12% 30% 

 

We asked respondents to provide explanations about the way that they answered questions 

on neighbourhood satisfaction and safety. Many of the responses indicate relativity in how 

views are explained. Many respondents stated simply that compared to their country of 

origin they were satisfied and felt safe. Some went on to suggest that the lack of killings and 

bombings meant that they found their present neighbourhood safe. Others felt that their 

neighbourhood was friendly and so they felt both satisfied and safe. On the negative side, 

many respondents suggested that the prevalence of young people drinking and taking drugs 

has a negative impact on their feelings of safety. Others still suggested that high levels of 

racism in their neighbourhoods made them feel unsafe. Some of the comments below are 

indicative of the overall flavour. 

 

Positive 

óIn Iraq I got threatened so I cannot work, live and express my life, ideas and opinions freelyô                                                                                                                                                             

óCompare to my country where there is no security, I know if there is any problem I can 

contact the police or any other emergency servicesô                                                                                                                  

óBecause back in Africa there was no peace at allô                                                                                                                                                                                                          

óIn comparison to Bagdad, great improvementô                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

óMy neighbours are very good, the people I meet are very friendlyô                                                                                                                                                                                           

óGood neighbours, my children have many friends, people in my community are so good. Do 

not feel that I am segregated. Found myself so many friendsô                                                                                                         

 

Negative  

óBecause where I live there is much junkies, and I have problem with high flats. And I don't 

have any friends near meô                                                                                                                                       

óIt feels like a gated communityô                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
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óNot a few numbers of the surrounding neighbours are undereducated and unemployed (and 

not working) besides those heavy drinkers/addicts are jumping around. Though I haven't 

been in trouble with them yet I feel things are fragileô                       

óAm not welcome because I am not a Scottishô                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

óNeighbours use the F word to call use (me and my children), they broken my windows twice                                                                                                                                                                    

Just because some of the people are racists and they will harass for no reasonô                                                                                                                                                                             

óNo friendly environment, we feel unwelcome, people do not talk to us at all so we feel lonely 

 

Housing Support 

One of the additional questions asked in Survey 2 that was not asked in Survey 1 concerned 

housing support and advice. A variety of organisations had provided housing support and 

respondents were generally satisfied with the support they had received from those 

organisations. Nevertheless, the fact that so many people remain in homes that they donôt 

want to live in creates something of a problem for both housing providers and for those 

providing housing advice. Those who were most satisfied with the advice they had received 

were generally relatively newly arrived and so they appreciated support in traversing the 

housing system in Glasgow. This suggests the need for early support for refugees in both 

understanding and orientating themselves around Scotlandôs housing system(s). It also 

suggests, however, that people are less satisfied after the point at which they feel that they 

have gained some degree of local knowledge. This links into the issue of choice and the fact 

that many respondents feel that they lack real choice regardless of the options presented to 

them.  

 

Future Housing 

With regard to housing aspirations, while most of our respondents would love to own their 

own home, this was seen as impossible for most. One example of this is provided; ñI want 

my own home, but I canôt support them, because if I apply for the mortgage they say you put 

some 20%, 25% so how can I support it.  I donôt have it so Iôm just waiting for the children to 

come out to find a job and then they can get a mortgage, because they are ages, my age is 

now nearly sixty, fifty-seven, fifty-eight, so my length of mortgage would be less, more 

instalment and they will be resisting to give me a mortgage, but they can get easily so they 

can then buy accommodation.  As I said my wholly focus was that my children should get 

educationò (E35).  

 

Conclusion  

This chapter has examined a number of issues regarding the housing of refugees and 

asylum seekers, as well as a number of linked issues pertaining to neighbourhoods. Most 

respondents live in social housing and there are a number of issues of concern regarding 
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housing conditions and overcrowding. Nevertheless there are relatively high levels of 

satisfaction with housing, despite the majority of respondents wishing to leave their present 

accommodation. A linked issue is that of housing churn. A large proportion of refugees and 

asylum seekers are relatively new to their present accommodation and most would like to 

move from their present homes, meaning housing stability and all that goes with it is an 

issue. There is also a concern regarding the sometimes long periods of time in which 

refugees stay in temporary accommodation. This further adds to concerns about other 

aspects of integration such as employment and community links. Despite quite high levels of 

satisfaction with the neighbourhoods in which people live, it is clear that there is a relativity in 

the way people respond to this question, with the turmoil experienced in their country of 

origin leading to more positive assessments of neighbourhoods here.  
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CHAPTER 5 - EDUCATION 

 

Introduction  

Both language development and access to education more generally are key factors in 

enabling refugees to rebuild their lives and attempt to achieve their educational and 

employment goals in their new country. Numerous nation states make language, along with 

the more nefarious ócultural knowledgeô or ócivic educationô key planks of attempts to 

integrate newcomers. Less attention has been paid to the educational background of 

newcomers as well as their educational experiences and ambitions in the host society. This 

chapter begins by looking at the educational backgrounds of respondents before going on to 

look at sources of information about educational courses within the broader issue of 

educational access. The chapter then goes on to look at actual experiences of education, 

including the levels of satisfaction with that education. This leads onto the key issue of 

English language learning. The chapter then looks at barriers to education and educational 

aspirations before concluding by looking at childrenôsô schooling within the broader issue of 

comparisons made between education here and education in respondents countries of 

origin. 

 

Educational background  

As a starting point for questions about education we asked how many years of education 

respondentsô had completed in their country of origin. Previous research has focussed on 

completion of primary and secondary school and other phases of further education24, but this 

study looks at the years of education due to wide differences in what school completion 

means in different countries. This is not to say that years of education represent a constant 

no matter the state involved but simply that it is a better proxy for understanding overall 

educational levels than other available options. Responses varied considerably, with a 

minimum of no education at all and a maximum of 25-years of education spread among 204 

respondents.  

  

                                            
24

 See for example Refugees and asylum seekers in Scotland: A skills and aspirations audit 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2004/03/19169/35276  

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2004/03/19169/35276
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Table 18 ï Years of formal education 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The mean total among all cases was 11.94 years of formal education, compared to 12.6 for 

the UK population as a whole (this is according OECD figures25, suggesting that the wide 

educational range includes a significant proportion of well-educated participants. The 

heterogeneity of responses should not be surprising when placed next to the diversity of 

education systems in respondentsô countries of origin. Some come from nations with well-

developed educational systems while others come from countries where significant formal 

education is the preserve only of a small elite. There were slight differences in responses by 

both gender and by status. These are shown in the following table, which shows the average 

years of education by gender and status.  

 

Table 19 - Years of formal education ï survey 1 

Years of Education Mean 

Male 12.44 

Female 11.30 

Refugee  12.06 

Asylum seeker 11.92 

 

We can see our male respondents indicate over a year more formal education than our 

female respondents. The difference by status is less stark, with refugees showing 0.39 years 

more education than asylum seekers. This suggests that a one size fits all approach to 

educational access is unlikely to prove fruitful. While some refugees lack basic literacy skills 

in their own language, a sample not picked up sufficiently in this study due to the use of 

surveys as a starting point, others come with substantial educational qualifications and 

strong language skills and would therefore require a different type of support or policy 

intervention.  

 

Information Sources and Educational Access 

For people who either need to develop their English language skills or want to complete 

other educational courses either because they have a background in that subject or because 

they feel the need to do so in order to access the labour market, both finding out about 

                                            
25

 http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/56/9/37863998.pdf  

 Years of education Percent 

 none 2.9% 

6 years or less 9.8% 

7-9 years 13.2% 

10-12 years 31.9% 

13-15-years 20.1% 

16 or more years 22.1% 

Total 100% 

http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/56/9/37863998.pdf
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available courses and then trying to get on them are key issues. We begin this section in the 

sequential order of the process whereby knowledge of courses precedes access to those 

courses. 

 

Information Sources 

Knowledge of classes and educational possibilities were achieved through a variety of 

means. There were eleven different organisations mentioned as providing advice and 

support to refugees on educational matters. The most common organisations were further 

education institutions and Job Centre Plus. However, word of mouth also remains hugely 

important. Only one respondent was unhappy with the advice received from these various 

organisations. This concerned the amount of time the agency had been willing or able to 

give to the refugee, with it not being considered nearly enough to make any informed 

decisions. For people recently dispersed to Glasgow, often shortly after arrival in the UK, 

knowledge of the systems they will encounter are completely absent. As such they face a 

daunting prospect of making informed decisions about many aspects of their lives in new 

and unfamiliar systems. More time was considered necessary to enable complete 

information to be processed. This view was echoed by a number of respondents who were 

satisfied with the service that they had accessed. While positive responses mostly 

concerned happiness with help in career paths, one respondent went as far as to say ñthey 

gave me another reasons to live againò (E58-2). 

 

For highly skilled refugees there was a tendency to do their own research regarding 

educational courses. It was through the internet that one woman found not only the courses 

she has been doing but also the womenôs library where she could access further information 

as well as social support (E58-2). For others, many of whom lacked basic IT skills, various 

agencies were of huge importance. For many there is something of a snowball effect 

whereby once on a course it is far easier, often through the college itself, to gather further 

information on other courses. One man talked of getting on an Open University course after 

having done ESOL. ESOL was in many cases seen as the precursor to any educational 

possibilities, although obviously not for those from English speaking countries or with good 

language skills. This progression in educational matters was mentioned by a number of 

interviewees at both interview stages in the research. One woman who had ambitions to 

study international health issues was attempting to access that by first completing an HNC, 

which she had found out about while doing a basic IT course (E140). 

 

One man combined his own research with information from friends. The information 

procured led to him developing his English while also looking at further educational options. 

However, he was clear from the information provided to him that there was a choice to make 
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between doing something youôd like to do and doing something where youôve been told 

there is work available. The sources of advice, however, give some cause for concern in this 

case. ñFor choose a course, thereôs two option, one option is what you like, and one option is 

what here needsò (E529-2). He had looked at pursuing his own profession, which was similar 

to being a surveyor. However, when he spoke to an advisor in his college who had come to 

do a number of sessions, but from an agency whose name he could not remember, he told 

the following story. ñShe was very happy with social care, but photography, or surveying, or 

drawing map, she wasnôt happy with that and eventually recommended me I should one year 

continue English and after that think about what subject, maybe social care, she was very 

happy with social careò. This view was given despite a favourable assessment of the advice 

provider. This points to an issue of real concern whereby refugees are in some cases being 

diverted in their decision-making rather than being advised and supported. However, this 

man had not entirely given up hope of pursuing something more akin to his interests and 

was looking at doing an NC in architectural design once his language skills had develop 

sufficiently. His longer terms plans were to complete an HND in a related subject. However, 

he also planned to pursue social care in the event of being unsuccessful in these ambitions. 

This dual approach was also evident in the stories of other respondents and indicates a wide 

and sophisticated approach in simultaneously addressing both educational and labour 

market issues among refugees. 

 

Educational Access and Barriers 

While education is seen as hugely important among our research respondents, particularly 

language education, there were a number of significant difficulties in accessing courses. For 

those who indicated a desire to access education, we asked in Survey 2 if anything had 

prevented them from doing so. There were a variety of responses, many of which can be 

thematically grouped. One of the main issues concerned finances. Many people simply could 

not afford to begin courses, even once they had been accepted on them. In some cases this 

was also linked to family issues whereby there was a need or desire to start to provide for 

family members. However, financial restrictions were also mentioned by people without 

family responsibilities. E18-2 started university but by the time of the 2nd interview he had 

been forced to leave due to issues with his wifeôs benefit and a subsequent need to 

contribute more, either physically or financially to childcare. He then looked into doing this 

course part-time but has decided that the length of time this would take made it 

impracticable. This was another case where the eagerness to work led to shorter term 

decision making. Some respondents talked of being accepted onto educational courses, and 

some starting those courses but giving them up for financial reasons. ñBut this is a wee bit 

hard to studyé.. Personally for me just with the finance, the finance situation, because you 

get the bursary and you have to pay everything.  You donôt get nothing for survive, so I 



60 
 

decided now just to finish this year the NQ, then after I go and find a job, work for some time, 

and then I come back to finish my studiesò (E38). However, others who had left education for 

financial reasons were unsure if their financial situation would ever be sufficient to allow 

them to access education in the future. Thus, leaving courses was seen as having a finality 

to most respondents.  

 

The balance between wanting to find employment and wishing to pursue education was a 

difficult one but may highlight the need for short term financial progression as being more 

important than longer term ambitions among a large proportion of refugees. This can lead to 

decision making that relegates past experiences below immediate self-sufficiency. Despite 

the feeling among some respondents that doing further education would simply delay 

employment, there were a larger number of respondents who indicated a real hunger to do 

further education, (as stated above, 85% in Survey 1), but also suggested that the options 

were somewhat limited.  One stated that ñWell, Iôm somebody who likes studying and I also 

like working with public, you see.  So I tried, with my situation, I tried to find out courses in 

education I could do, but I couldnôt find any, and so the only thing Iôve managed to get into 

was healthò (E750). He was unsure why he had had to accept a course that he did not want 

to do, although he suspected that the perception of his educational levels to date were at 

least part of the reason. 

 

English language learning was seen as a pre-cursor to other educational options by many 

respondents and there were examples of respondents having been on a waiting list for 

ESOL classes for two years (E657). In the meantime many talked of trying to teach 

themselves English while waiting for access to training (Far 27). There is a significant desire 

to learn English that lack of classes therefore does not end in all cases. One man talked of 

taking a dictionary everywhere with him and writing down things he didnôt understand to 

discuss with his Scottish girlfriend (E430). Others spoke of simply trying to speak with 

neighbours and friends and attempting to read newspapers in libraries to develop their 

vocabulary. One woman, here due to the family reunion process, had been unable to access 

ESOL due to the type of visa she was now on. She was told she would have to pay for it, 

which was out-with her financial capability (A14). She was attempting to teach herself 

English but was having considerable difficulty in doing so. This meant that although both 

wanting and needing language tuition she was unable to access courses and felt stuck, not 

able to socialise, make friends or work due to her poor language skills. 
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For many asylum seekers the main issue was one of status, which restricted the types of 

courses that they could pursue26. Others mentioned barriers such as health, particularly 

mental health, waiting lists, the distance of colleges from peoplesô homes and the need to 

develop language skills prior to accessing any other courses. The importance of access to 

education as an asylum seeker is highlighted by E58-2. She had done a basic computer 

course while going through the asylum process and has now started to do a business 

studies course, with the aim of doing accountancy in the future, something she did in her 

country of origin but could not get her qualifications in that subject recognised. She likened 

this to óstarting afreshô. Prior to becoming a refugee she had tried to get on the same course 

she is now doing and was told that although she qualified, all other applicants would be 

considered first and only if there was space after that would she be offered a place. She felt, 

however, that having had that ability to start her educational journey while still in the asylum 

process that she was considerably further forward in that journey than would otherwise have 

been the case. She argued that the basic IT course and the earlier process of applying for 

the business studies course had put her far further forward than she would have been had 

she had to wait to be a refugee before beginning that process. This meant she was confident 

she would soon be able to make a major contribution to her new society through developing 

education and then working and volunteering. 

 

Another important issue that prevents people from accessing educational courses was the 

issue of childcare. One woman talked of having been given admission to a course, and her 

college had agreed to allow her to attend part-time for childcare reasons. However, as a lone 

parent the required 6pm until 9pm meant she was unable to take up this course as she 

lacked the financial or familial support (E58). Childcare was also a major issue in terms of 

educational access for E33-2. She felt that it was more difficult to get part-time courses in 

higher education but argued forcefully that she would be unable to do education full-time due 

to her childcare responsibilities. However, waiting for her children to be old enough to not 

require the same level of care would simply increase the already problematic issue of 

employment and educational gaps. Thus while childcare issues are of concern to the 

population of Scotland a whole, the lack of finances, social networks and/or family nearby 

makes it a more insurmountable issue for many refugees. 

 

  

                                            
26

 Asylum seekers in Scotland can access part-time educational courses (up to 16 hours per week) to 
all further education (not higher education). The situation in England is that education is tied to asylum 
seeker support and as such those new in the asylum process have no education access. 



62 
 

Educational Experience in Scotland 

Moving on from access issues, although obviously with major overlap, we then went on to 

look at actual experiences of education in Britain. This was first done in a multiple response 

question in Survey 1, which allowed individuals to indicate all courses that they had attended 

while in Britain. The following table indicates the number of people who have attended 

courses, and what those courses were across the whole period that they have been in the 

UK.  

 

Table 20 ï Types of educational courses attended 

Type of Course  Numbers who have attended  

English for Speakers of Other Languages 174 

Scottish Vocational Qualification 25 

Higher National Certificate  19 

Higher National Diploma 10 

Higher education 21 

Other 35 

 

The figures indicate the most common type of education attended by respondents, by a 

considerable distance, is ESOL classes, with all other forms of education being accessed by 

a relatively small proportion of respondents. Looking at these responses against English 

language proficiency it is clear that respondents seek to develop language skills before 

going on to try and access other forms of education. Responses in interviews and in Survey 

2 confirm this. 

 

We then asked respondents about their educational aspirations. This began by simply 

asking if people would like to return to education. Some 85% of respondents in Survey 1 

indicated a desire to continue or return to education in the future. There were a huge variety 

of educational courses that our respondents wished to do, ranging from simple language 

courses to PhD study in a number of complex areas. However, when these ambitions are set 

against the above table, there are clearly factors that prevent the desired educational 

access. In interviews and in Survey 2 we therefore sought to examine the reasons people 

had not successfully pursued these courses. 

Case Study 5 

E8 is a male former teacher from East Africa who arrived in Scotland in 2008 and got 
refugee status 18 months later. E8 had high educational levels from his country of origin, 
having completed 20 years of formal education there. On arrival in Scotland he wanted to 
have his science degree recognised but eventually had to accept it being converted to a 
higher education diploma. While initially being unsure of whether to try and find full-time and 
longer-term employment or whether to upgrade his qualifications, on investigation he found 
that the types of jobs he might be able to access were too limited and would not use many of 
the skills that he had. At the time of Survey 1 he was doing voluntary work and he was 
confident he would find a full-time job in the coming two years 
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E8 therefore applied to do a science degree at a Scottish university. This came after 
spending a period of time trying to access a funded place.  By the time of Survey 2 E8 had 
managed to find part-time employment to accompany his studies. Although he is able to 
study a complex subject in English he felt that until starting work his conversational English 
was not as good as he would have liked. Working 20 hours a week and living in shared 
accommodation has had a positive effect on his language skills and he no longer feels 
embarrassed to speak with people in the street. 
 
He sees his future in Scotland, using both his degree and the pre-existing skills that he has. 
He feels that it takes time to make connections and to settle in a new place but now feels 
ready to do so. He also feels that now is the time that refugees need to be up-skilling in 
order to be ready for the economic upturn. 

 

 

Satisfaction with education 

Moving beyond barriers, we wanted to find out more about how people felt about the courses 

that they had managed to access. This began by looking at the issue of educational 

satisfaction. In Survey 1 we asked how satisfied respondents were with the amount of 

education that they had had in the UK. The term amount was used to differentiate quality, 

best done through qualitative enquiry, from quantity. The results in Survey 1 show fairly high 

levels of satisfaction, with 67% saying that they were either satisfied or very satisfied.  

 

Table 21 ï satisfaction with education  

 How satisfied are you with the amount of education 
you've had while in the UK 

Percent 

 very satisfied 22.2 

satisfied 44.9 

not sure 15.8 

not very satisfied 12.8 

very unsatisfied 4.3 

Total 100.0  

 

In addition to the closed education question in the survey we asked respondents to explain 

why they answered the questions in the way that they did. While many of a reasons for the 

answers given were merely reaffirmations of those answers, such as óI am satisfied because 

of the education I have doneô, others provided a few more details. A number of people 

indicated that the time that they had had to wait before getting on any course had left them 

somewhat dissatisfied. Others, though, felt that the improvement in their English language 

was obvious and they therefore felt happy with this development. Many others commented 

on the difficulties they faced with regard to financing educational courses and others still 

were satisfied with what they had done thus far, but were keen for this to continue. Some 

respondents indicated that they would like to be able to advance their training in their own 

specialties rather than doing so in more generic courses. The streaming of refugees into 
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fairly narrow educational options was raised as a concern along with linked issues of 

deskilling and subsequent underemployment (see Employment chapter). 

 

Overall those in education, particularly higher education, highlighted satisfaction with both 

the very fact of being in education and the nature of the teaching. There was widespread 

gratitude for being given the opportunity to develop their educational skills. Indeed some 

interviewees spoke of the prospect of having UK qualifications as completing them, the 

future whether it now be in Scotland or back in their country of origin was no longer quite so 

daunting, or would not be so once qualifications were secured. This issue of the importance 

of official recognition of skills is returned to below. There was also a general view that 

teaching was both of a very good standard but also that it was done in a way that enabled 

the best possible outcomes. The reasons given for this view concerned teachers going out of 

their way to enable effective learning and that the knock-on effect of this was that teachers 

were friendly and courses were well run.  

 

For those struggling to get on courses that they wanted to do there was considerable 

frustration at the rigidity of the application process. Not recognising existing qualifications 

was a major issue but so too was not giving any benefit to skills short of formal qualifications. 

For those with practical skills but no university degrees this was a considerable problem. The 

other main issue mentioned in interviews was the assumption that even speaking with a 

strong accent was a sign of poor language skills. Some refugees studying complex courses 

in English alluded to the fact that when using normal day-to-day English they spoke with a 

heavy accent and that this had led to the questioning of their suitability to do certain 

educational courses. That said, respondents were increasingly speaking with Scottish 

accents and felt that doing so was in many cases indicative of them belonging here. It also 

led to them feeling more accepted by the population as a whole. 

 
Case Study 6  

E33 is a female refugee from the Middle East. She has formerly worked as a lecturer within 
a higher education institution in her country of origin. She has 18 years of formal education, 
some of which was in English so she therefore had excellent language skills on arrival in 
2007. She got refugee status a year later.  
 
At the time of interview 1 E33 was considering the option of moving elsewhere in Britain in 
search of work but by the time of Interview 2 she had no plans to move. Although she has 
still struggled to access the labour market and faced a number of barriers in returning to 
education at a level appropriate to her educational level she feels more settled here. This 
has been due to both social circumstances changing, that is meeting more friends, and 
feeling that she has made some development in her attempts to access higher education. 
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During interview 1 E33 had completed a number of ESOL courses, despite pre-existing 
language skills, but was also going through the IELTS course27. In the meantime she was 
attempting to access funding to complete a PhD in her existing area of expertise. 
 
By the time of interview 2 she had decided not continue with the IELTS course and had 
developed a new medium-term plan with regard to higher education. Instead of trying to gain 
funding to do a PhD she was in the processing of applying to do a Masters in her chosen 
field. This was primarily due to financial restrictions, which she found somewhat difficult to 
comprehend due to comparisons with the free higher education in her country of origin. 
Nevertheless, shortly after the second interview she was accepted onto this Masters course 
and so has started to make that first major step in her education goals.  
 
She is happy with her childrenôs education here and feels that the more open educational 
system here is a positive one. However, despite the fact that her children are progressing 
well in their education, they do not plan to follow the career paths of their parents due, at 
least in part, to the fact that E33 and her husband have faced a struggle to use the skills that 
they have. This has led to some angst regarding whether they have been a good example to 
their children.  
 

 

ESOL and English Language Learning 

As already indicated, language skills formed a key part of discussions about educational 

courses and access and is also linked to other integration domains such as employment and 

communities. We therefore asked all respondents about their self-rated English language 

proficiency. The chart below provides the overall figures for respondentsô confidence in 

speaking English. Confidence is not the same as ability, ability implying more tested criteria. 

For many of our respondents such tests would not have been carried out, and so what is 

being asked is about how they feel about their English rather than some more objective 

measure. The results show fairly high levels of confidence in speaking English.   

 

 Figure 18 ï English Language Confidence ï Survey 1 

                                            
27

The International English Language Testing System is a course and test of language proficiency 
required for some access to certain higher education courses. 
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There is a significant gender difference in overall confidence levels in speaking English. The 

following table shows this effect while also combining categories to produce only confident 

and not confident groupings.  

 

Figure 19 ï Confidence speaking English ï gender  

This shows that men feel considerably more confident than women in speaking English, with 

almost a quarter of women lacking confidence. While this may reflect educational levels 

and/or objective language skills, it is also possible that women are simply less likely to 

indicate high skill levels across a range of issues for reasons based on traditional gender 

behaviours.  

 

The Survey of New Refugees asks respondents to rate their English abilities in terms of 

understanding, speaking, reading and writing compared to native English speakers. The 

results are shown below.  

 

Table 22 ï English language competence in Survey of New Refugees  
Compared to native English speakers how well do you do the following?  

 Very well Fairly well Not very well Not at all 

Understand English 19.6% 34.5% 33.1% 12.8% 

Speak English 15.3% 34.2% 36.8% 13.5% 

Read English 24.1% 34.5% 27.9% 13.5% 

Write English  19.7% 32.6% 32.7% 15.1% 

 
This shows that among our sample there are fewer people who rate their English language 

skills poorly. Part of the reason for this may be due to the amount of time spent in the UK as 

the SNR findings concern those being recognised as refugees within the previous 8 months, 
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while our sample includes many people who will have been in the country for long period of 

time.  

 

When crossing year of arrival with English language confidence we see a varied picture. 

Confidence levels go up and down across years, with the highest level of confidence among 

those arriving in 2001, some 92.3% of whom describe themselves as being confident 

speaking English, and the lowest in 2006 at just 47.4%. There is no relationship between the 

two variables according to a Pearson correlation measurement28. This means that the 

situation is far more complicated than saying that there is a temporal solution to language 

needs whereby the longer people live here the more language confidence increases. Such a 

finding may also be linked to the availability of language classes and how this fluctuates, an 

issue of particular importance at a time of spending cuts in public services. 

 

Such a result is supported by findings of those answering the same question in Survey 2. 

Confidence levels are similar among those answering in Surveys 1 and 2, despite the 18 

month gap between the two surveys. Pairing responses by respondent supports the view 

that little has changed in language confidence across two surveys. However, somewhat 

paradoxically 28 of the 34 people who answered the question in Survey 2 felt that their 

language skills had improved in the period between Survey 1 and Survey 2, yet confidence 

levels were static. This suggests that respondents generally do not lack confidence even in 

cases where their language skills are somewhat basic. That is, it is not confidence in trying 

to speak English that is a problem; it is identifiable progress in language development. 

Nevertheless, language improvement is seen as having numerous benefits. 

 

Not all respondents who indicated in Survey 1 that they were confident in their language 

skills did similarly in interviews. That is, when people who said that they are confident 

speaking English were probed a number of other issues emerged, not the least of which was 

a lack of confidence due to a fear of making mistakes and subsequently being thought of in a 

disparaging way. Learning English was felt by some to reduce that fear and embarrassment. 

ñI think firstly I was scared to speak with people and when I saw someone I changed my 

wayémaybe they want to speak with me and I canôt answer and it was very embarrassing 

for meò (E529). For this respondent there was a status element to such behaviour. Having 

lived a privileged life in his country of origin he was not used to such feelings of 

embarrassment and subsequently felt somewhat marginalised. This created further 

adjustment problems for him. The issue of being shy in speaking English was also raised by 

one woman, despite the fact that she had completed a Masters degree in English in her 
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 The Pearson measurement is a standard way of determining whether there is a correlation between 
two separate variables.  
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country of origin. Instead of making mistakes ñI, I donôt know, hesitate, Iôd prefer to keep 

silent, not speaking or communicatingò (E33-2).  

 

Language development, and with it a lessening of fear was seen as having numerous 

positive impacts from general communication to accessing services. One respondent stated 

that communication issues were absolutely crucial. ñIf you canôt speak English, you canôt 

communicate with a lot of people, only when you meet someone from your country, yeah.  

Itôs really difficult to integrate even if you meet someone, like Iôm African, if I meet some 

other African who canôt speak English, itôs really difficult to be friendsò (E750). Another added 

that ñitôs made me very relaxed because a long time ago when we came you had to find an 

interpreter or somebody to help you, but day by day we are building our confidence and we 

are trying to do it better and better and better, but itôs working very well nowò (E752). This 

day-to-day impact rather than more structural service access was the predominant one 

talked of among our interviewees. ñIt helps us if we go shopping, and to shops, and just 

everyday life. And also in my voluntary job, I speak to people every day who are from here.  

Yes, and itôs thanks to these lessons because when I arrived here I didnôt understand a 

word.  When I arrived here, I was lostò (E137).  

 

Social contact is clearly positively impacted by language proficiency, and this is then viewed 

as having a clear impact upon the mental health of respondents. ñSpeaking English is quite 

useful in your life.  You are able to communicate with people.  Sometimes they are not able 

to do anything for you but at least you can tell them your problem and you know you will be - 

you feel you have less stress and you can speak to other people.  When you are not able to 

say your problem you will be depressedò (E681). Some respondents even went as far as to 

say that communication allowed for him to live as a human being in Scotland. ñI could live 

like a human because when you canôt communicate with people in the society, you are not 

living like a humanò (E541). 

 

The social as well as educational importance of English language courses was also 

highlighted by E529-2. He stated that ñthis college, this classes help all students to find out 

how we cané.not just English, about life in Scotland, about social, everything, and we also 

had citizenship classesò. ESOL classes therefore also had a real social function. One man 

spoke of having friends from many European nations but felt that even within college there 

wasnôt enough joint events with ESOL learners and óScottish peopleô. He talked of having 

parties with fellow students. Overall he argued that Glasgow was a very friendly city. ñWhen 

they see each other, they smile, they respect each other, itôs niceò but added that there was 

a need to create opportunities for more widespread contact once language skills were able 

to cope with this.  
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Confidence and ability in speaking English outside of the classroom environment was 

mentioned by a large number of interviewees. Friendships were viewed as having a 

symbiotic relationship with language development. Having friends brings with it more 

confidence in speaking English without fear of embarrassment or, as E33-2 put it, ómaking 

him or her tired to speak to meô. However, language development was also key to making 

new friends through increased confidence. This increased confidence also led to E33-2 

volunteering to help run and mentor in a number of courses that she once attended, which 

she felt was having the further beneficial impact on both her language skills and her self-

confidence. 

 

Language also opened up educational access for some interviewees. One man talked of 

ESOL opening up an HNC and subsequently an Open University course (E137). After little 

more than a year in Scotland E153-2 had developed good language skills which he put 

down to speaking with fellow students at college. This had allowed him to move from 

studying English, which he did for just 3 months, to beginning an HND in IT. He has some 

previous experience of IT and therefore viewed this as something of a natural progression. 

His language skills were aided by a longstanding interest in English. In his country of origin 

he watched movies in English and was even a regular viewer of English language news 

channels.   

 

The difficulty of studying non ESOL classes in English despite good language skills was also 

highlighted by many interviewees. One man (E529-2) spoke of ESOL teachers speaking 

very slowly due to them always teaching people whose second language was English. He 

referred to the contrast with a óvery good teacherô in another subject who spoke with a 

ñScottish accent and speak very fast, so it was very difficult for me to follow himò. While he 

did not expect non ESOL teachers to speak at a pace for somebody developing their 

English, he simply sought to highlight the added difficultly in general study for people for 

whom English is not their first language. 

 

Educational Comparisons  

When asked to compare educational experiences in respondents country of origin to those 

here there were a variety of responses. Generally speaking the Scottish system was felt to 

be more open with better facilities. For many, the primary difference between education in 

Scotland and in his country of origin was technological or more widely concerned the 

existence of facilities. Some respondents talked of their home country being one in which 

they would be given a booklet to work with, while in Scotland education was far more IT 

based. This was viewed as putting refugees behind the general population in terms of where 
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they started but respondents were pleased to be able to develop IT skills while 

simultaneously learning other subjects. 

 

Assessment was seen as being more narrowly focussed in Scotland with a culture of testing 

in many respondentsô countries of origin being contrasted with less testing here. Another 

issue raised was that in Britain people are given a second chance should they fail their 

exams. Studying here was viewed as being much easier than in many respondentsô country 

of origin due to the format of exams. Respondents talked of being told some of the general 

subjects that would be covered in the exams with the result that students were able to do 

much more narrowly focussed revision. This was a common view among respondents. 

There was a feeling that in Scotland adjustments are made and resits allowed enabling you 

to proceed in education. This was contrasted with countries of origin where one failure would 

either lead to having to repeat the whole year in all subjects or would even mean you had 

failed and could no longer pursue the course. More importantly, however, were college 

teachers who were rated as a huge support and were viewed as people who really wanted 

you to do well. ñIf you have any problem, any problem, any area, they are there to assist you, 

because they really want you to understand what they are teaching youò(E58-2). This too 

was contrasted with the more formal and strict approach taken by teachers in the countries 

from which respondent had previously studied. 

 

 

Education and Employment 

It is somewhat difficult to disentangle education and employment issues, particularly those 

from respondentsô time in Britain. Some people talked of avoiding education here due to a 

desire to work, leading them to look to training rather than education. ñI need to start work 

and to have more money to have other things to do, but you can do some small training as 

well of courseò (E752). Access to education was in some senses seen as a fall back for 

people struggling to access the labour market, that is, education in some cases was seen as 

delaying a job search. However, in many cases this was seen as necessary. When asked if 

they were looking for work one respondent stated that ñNot very seriously because I was in 

college and more I was thinking about what should I do after English, maybe college one 

course then after that sessioné.. I think Iôve heard here itôs very important we have a 

certificate, even if I have experience from something I need a certificate from here to find a 

normal jobò (E529).  

 

Education was therefore particularly prized in relation to its impact on searching for 

employment, and this was highlighted in Stage 5 of the research as a contrast with his 

country of origin. ñHere, certificate is very important for find a job, itôs very important and 
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everything, ever step you have has a certificate for that, but in my country, sometimes 

certificate is not important, because they speak and they find out you can do itò (E529-2). 

Many of our respondents make strategic decisions concerning whether to attempt to access 

the labour market or whether to try and get reskilled prior to searching for work. ñI couldnôt 

speak English that much and I didnôt have any qualification, so I chose this way to go 

studying and getting qualificationsò (153-2). This decision was informed by the advice 

received from refugee support organisations. Nevertheless it was the desire to have 

evidence of skills and qualifications that drove decision-making.  

 

This issue of skill recognition is a recurring one. One interviewee spoke of having an English 

degree from his country of origin but that ñwhen I transferred, my degree was given just 

normally, HND. HND doesnôt put me in a third year of universityò (E18-2). He felt that he had 

been treated unfairly due to the fact that others with degrees from his country of origin in 

other subjects such as engineering were able to do an HND prior to going straight into 2nd or 

3rd year at university, whereas he would have to start from 1st year.  

 

Skills recognition also had another dimension for E18-2. Having been thwarted in his 

attempts to quickly get a degree in Scotland he had looked into the option of the Open 

University as a means of balancing education with familial responsibilities. However, when 

thinking longer term he was concerned that a degree from the Open University would not be 

recognised in his country of origin if he were to return some time in the future. The other 

option he was looking to was to do a course to become a registered English teacher for 

speakers of other languages. In the meantime E18-2 was attempting to get trained for 

employment. He had recently taken courses in security to allow him to work as a security 

guard or doorman, although there were other courses that he wanted to do but could not 

afford at present.  

 

Children Schooling 

Moving on from respondents views of their own educational experiences, for those with 

children, we asked how they felt about their childrenôs education in Scotland. There were 

high levels of satisfaction. Indeed, the table below shows that of the 98 people who indicated 

that they had children none said that they were very unsatisfied and just six that they were 

not very satisfied.  
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Figure 20 ï Satisfaction with childrenôs education 

 

This shows just over 82% of respondents are satisfied with their childrenôs education. These 

figures are just below the Scottish Household Survey results for the 15% most deprived 

communities, 89% of whom indicated some satisfaction with their childrenôs education. 

Among the general population some 92% indicated similarly.   

 

One woman in follow-up interviews talked of the balance between fun and accessible 

education and important academic achievement, a balance that she feels is very good here. 

ñI think youôve got a beautiful system, try to mix between pleasure and data and knowledge. 

But still they need to, someone to ask them, answer me this questionsò (E33-2). This view 

was also highlighted by other parents, that children were sometimes not being asked enough 

and that this made progression difficult for parents to ascertain sometimes. However, such 

concerns were quite rare and parents were generally very happy with their childrenôs 

education.  

 

Conclusion  

This chapter has highlighted some of the key findings within the education domain. While 

there are large variations in educational attainment among refugees in Scotland, the findings 

show a population only slightly less well educated than their British counterparts. A large 

number would like to continue their education beyond language education but there are a 

number of things that inhibit this desire, not the least of which is the trade-off refugees make 

between furthering their education and accessing employment. Other barriers include the 

recognition of existing educational levels, finances and childcare. Nevertheless, respondents 

show high levels of satisfaction with the education that they and their children have received 


