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Overview
Refugees experience some of the worst housing. Despite the centrality of accommodation to the refugee 
experience there is a striking lack of knowledge about how refugees, those who implement the housing 
system and housing policies interact. In particular, we know little about how refugees navigate their 
housing transitions, the role and impact of housing systems and policies on them, the experience of 
refugees around housing quality and tenure, how refugees are supported in their housing pathways and 
how these experiences differ as a result of the diversity of the refugee population. A lack of knowledge 
feeds into inadequate policies and practice. Finding ways to more meaningfully include and understand 
the lived experiences of refugees, we will be better able to reflect on how policy shapes and mitigates the 
provision of adequate sanctuary to those in need.

This document focusses on refugees: people who have received leave to remain in the UK either through 
a refugee resettlement programme or after receiving a determination through the asylum system. It 
does not focus on those who are awaiting a decision on their asylum application. Based on an analysis of 
existing evidence and new primary research this policy briefing looks at how the housing system in the 
United Kingdom impacts the lives of refugees. 

Irrespective of the routes into acquiring refugee status, a lack of appropriate and affordable housing, 
poor housing conditions and insecure housing all play a significant and instrumental role in maintaining 
precariousness and prolonging vulnerability. This research exposes another community for which the 
housing crisis, and specifically the shortage of appropriate affordable housing, is adding to systemic and 
personal fragilities and vulnerabilities within local areas. 

This briefing calls for urgent action to review how policy and practice at all levels can be shaped to deliver 
better outcomes for refugees.  It is aimed at those in government, the public sector, the voluntary and 
community sector and activists. 

Recommendations for policy and practice
1. This research adds to a growing body of evidence which points to a need for a long-term rebalancing 

of housing policy – at national, city-region and local levels – to ensure there is adequate supply of 
good quality, affordable, safe and secure accommodation for all. 

2. In line with addressing housing inequalities more broadly, ensuring adherence to and enforcement 
of minimum housing standards is critical for refugees, who are liable to be exploited. This should be 
a priority, alongside a greater willingness to address the design of a housing system that creates and 
perpetuates vulnerabilities for occupants. 

3. Refugees struggle in the housing system due to a lack of understanding of their rights. Organisations 
within the public, voluntary and community sectors should reach out to a wider audience and provide 
routes in to clear, trusted and impartial advice and support to increase the awareness of housing 
rights for refugees.

4. There should be more adequately resourced formal and meaningful face-to-face support for 
refugees, regardless of their routes in, provided at the earliest possible point in their resettlement 
to help navigate the complex housing and social welfare systems. This support should embrace the 
principles of personalisation, be trauma informed and tapered depending on individual needs.
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5. Training for the public, voluntary and community sectors to better support vulnerable groups 
including refugees should be made more available and properly resourced.

6. Refugees should be provided with access to digital technology and training in everyday digital 
skills to enable them to access critical services and enable them to better know their rights. Digital 
technology can also provide an opportunity to deliver skill support that is responsive and cost-
effective. Organisations should accelerate their inclusive use of digital technology in order to deliver 
information and advice through both formal and informal routes.

7. A major actor in this field are the many housing organisations who own and manage large portfolios 
of social housing and who understand how to accommodate and support diverse members of 
the community. Social housing providers should take a more engaged and proactive role in 
developing housing options, advice and guidance for refugees. This could be done in partnership 
with key voluntary and community sector organisations.

8. Refugees themselves are a huge source of knowledge who often want to reach out and advocate 
for other refugees. A programme of capacity building within the refugee communities to enable 
them to become community champions would provide added readiness within local areas to support 
refugees into housing.

9. Initial accommodation needs to be of high-quality and provide supportive and restorative 
environments. Where needed, reception centres and hotels should be considered as short-term 
staging posts and should not be used to accommodate people for lengthy periods of time.

10. Discrimination can blight the lives of refugees. There needs to be a commitment to non-
discriminatory practice, and instances of discrimination need to be challenged in housing and all 
service areas through the appropriate routes. All housing policies should be scrutinised to ensure 
their adherence to the Equality Act 2010.  

11. Refugees who have arrived in an area as a result of no-choice dispersal tend to have to remain in this 
area post decision in order to qualify as homeless. A strict interpretation of local connection for the 
purposes of homelessness applications for refugees can restrict the social networks of new refugees 
and compound and amplify potential vulnerabilities. A broader application of local connection, 
particularly across the Yorkshire and Humber region, could allow new refugees more freedom to 
seek housing solutions which meet their individual needs. 

12. The 28-day move on period is a time of significant housing stress which precipitates a period of 
uncertainty and temporality. Extending the 28-day move on period should be an immediate 
priority, together with added support, will address unnecessary and expensive use of temporary 
accommodation and lead to better housing outcomes over the long-term.

13. There is a need for more vital research into and evaluation of existing provision to address 
significant gaps in understanding such areas as the impact of reception centres on mental health 
and wellbeing, the long-term housing trajectories of refugees, the diversity of the refugee housing 
experience, how different approaches to housing policy can lead to different housing outcomes, how 
housing organisations can be more effectively brought into refugee policy development are all urgent 
gaps in our understanding.
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Background

Although housing is a key pillar of integration for 
refugees, there remains a lack of appreciation of 
the impact it has on their lives. Housing, when it is 
of good quality, affordable and provided effectively, 
can provide a base for refugees to access 
healthcare and education and enter the labour 
market; it can provide a restorative environment; 
and it can help build social contact with others in 
neighbourhoods and communities. However, the 
existing evidence illustrates that housing systems 
often have a profoundly negative effect on the 
lives of refugees, which creates and perpetuates 
inequalities.

Key organisations, particularly local authorities, 
are working hard to support refugees within a very 
challenging political and policy environment. They 
are often subject to dealing with policy that is 
developed and implemented at a national level and 
undertaking this work against a canvas of decade-
long reduction in public finances. The housing 
options available to people on low incomes are 
extremely limited. There is less social housing 
available, and more housing resides in the largely 
under-enforced private-rented sector. Rents in 
the private-rented sector are historically much 
higher and increasing. This sector also contains 
some of the poorest quality housing. Whilst 
there are many reasons for why housing impacts 
negatively on people, poor-quality housing is a 
particular concern as it causes, and exacerbates, 
physical, mental health and wellbeing problems. 
Furthermore, inequitable access to housing can 
be a source of tension in communities and the 
location of housing often acts as a hindrance to 
being able to access employment, education and 
other regularising actions. 

In many ways, the housing experiences of refugees 
have much in common with those of other 
vulnerable groups; however, refugees typically 
experience multiple overlapping disadvantages 
due to their socio-legal status, discrimination and 

issues in accessing and understanding support 
(e.g., language barriers). This briefing draws on 
extensive research to highlight these issues for 
policy makers and practitioners involved in the 
development and implementation of policy and 
practice at the intersection of housing and refugee 
support. The available evidence underlines an 
urgent need for those involved in designing and 
implementing housing policy and practice to 
examine how they could play a role in making the 
system work for, not against, refugees and their 
integration in the UK.

Key findings

Formal support work and services rarely 
account for trauma

Individual refugees often leave stable 
circumstances in their country of origin before 
their exile. This precipitates a period, frequently 
lengthy, of living through a significant extent of 
insecurity in a third country before arriving in 
the UK or, if they are asylum seekers, through the 
asylum system. These experiences are inherently 
traumatic. The impact of these experiences 
however might not always be visible. Support 
workers can make a transformative difference 
to the settlement experiences of refugees. The 
approach and skills of workers are crucial to being 
able to work with people who arrive from varied 
backgrounds together with differing needs and 
experiences of migration. The research illustrated 
that support work that was delivered with empathy, 
and which embraced personalised approaches to 
care and support was able to make real differences 
in the lives of refugees. However, refugees often 
recount experiences which illustrate varying 
practice from formal support workers. Some 
people described formal support work that they 
felt did not consider their experiences as refugees. 
The formative and hugely influential experiences 
of exile appear to be under-appreciated and 
unaccounted for in the way refugees are supported 
and treated in the UK welfare system, mainstream 
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support and, on occasion, in dedicated casework 
support.

Dedicated, empathetic and tapered 
support work helps refugees move on

Many refugees possess a high degree of agency 
and will, where permitted and where possible, find 
ways to become independent of formal support. 
Whilst each person has different circumstances 
and will have different needs with regards to formal 
support work, refugees tended to prefer a tapered 
approach from initial high intensity ‘hand holding’ 
where people are supported directly, to linking 
people to new friends, networks and communities 
which can provide support. 

Refugees tend to turn to informal 
networks for support

Resettled refugees often commend the formal 
support they have received throughout their 
settlement by those who are appointed to assist 
them as part of the resettlement programmes. In 
contrast, those people who have received status 
via the asylum route however tend not to identify 
evidence of good practice by formal services. In 
the absence of dedicated formal support, such 
as for those arriving through the asylum system, 
people do tend to find networks of support, 
which are mainly informal, but these often take 
longer to find and do not always lead to speedy 
positive outcomes. Asylum-pathway refugees 
tended to report turning to friends and more 
informal networks in order to gain knowledge 
and understand how they engage with systems 
and services. This is not to say that good formal 
support work is not present for those who have 
been through the asylum system, however it 
was rare to find instances when mainstream 
services provided guidance that was instrumental, 
empathetic and/or personalised to the needs of 
refugees. 

Refugees draw on advice from formal and 
informal sources

There are several places where refugees can go for 
advice. Resettled refugees tend to have a single 
point of contact embodied by a caseworker/
keyworker who are tasked with supporting their 
resettlement over a limited period. All refugees 
regardless of their route into the UK can also 
approach mainstream services for support. 
However, for most refugees it is far more common 
to seek advice, guidance and support from 
members of their own communities, networks and 
friends. Often, having shared characteristics such 
as language, nationality, faith and gender was 
important in these support networks.

There is a lack of tailored housing options 
and rights advice

Whilst most refugees were keen to focus on 
accessing the labour market and/or improving their 
English, and education more broadly, knowledge of 
housing options was a particular area of concern. 
Refugees were continually seeking to improve 
their accommodation circumstances but were 
frequently disappointed about their engagement 
with services. It was clear that there is a lack of 
knowledge amongst refugees about their housing 
options and rights. The lack of good quality advice 
can routinely lead to incidences of homelessness 
and precarity which is painful for the individual and 
costly in the long-term.  

The voluntary and community sector is 
playing an increasingly critical role, but is 
under enormous pressure

The voluntary and community sector is playing 
an increasingly important role and is filling gaps 
that have been created by the retrenchment of 
the state. The contribution from the voluntary 
and community sector has become progressively 
critical to the lives of refugees and ranges from 
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the provision of advice and psychological support, 
volunteering and networking opportunities, and 
for the provision of goods, money and advocacy. 
As part of this, voluntary sector agencies act as 
a crucial link between refugees and statutory 
agencies, and there is evidence of effective 
partnership working for refugees’ best interests.  
However, whilst the voluntary and community 
sector plays a hugely important role, their capacity 
is finite and their ability to respond to the range 
of specific needs across the refugee community is 
limited. 

Refugees themselves are a crucial part 
of the voluntary and community sector 
workforce

Despite living within an increasingly challenging 
context and in the face of multiple personal 
impediments due to the nature of their exile, 
refugees demonstrate an overwhelming capacity 
to thrive and persevere. The stories from refugees 
illustrate their lack of willingness to be seen 
as victims. Instead, people tend to get on with 
their lives – drawing on their own abilities and 
the kindness of others for support to develop 
their futures. Despite often struggling in the 
labour market and with low incomes refugees 
tend to support newer members of refugee 
communities. Over time it is very common to 
see refugees turning to volunteerism in order to 
support members of their own communities, and 
refugees more broadly, either formally (through 
associations) or informally (through social 
activities). 

Family reunification and changing family 
structures can create further housing 
stress

Changes in family structures routinely add 
housing stress to households in terms of family 
reunification, growing families, family breakdowns 
and when younger family members move out. This 

means that houses become overcrowded and/
or families fall foul of housing costs after people 
move out. 

The practice of family reunification can place 
significant additional housing stress on refugees 
due to the inability of local authorities to act 
until families arrive and are deemed homeless 
– this means they have to go into emergency 
accommodation, which is often unsuitable for 
families, and effectively re-enter the housing 
allocation system, causing additional stress. 
Emergency accommodation is often an expensive 
housing solution, it requires additional time to 
administer precarious housing solutions and has 
impacts on health and wellbeing which create 
more costs for the public purse. However, effective 
partnership work between voluntary sector 
organisations, statutory agencies and landlords 
can make a positive difference. Communication 
between different partners is important as it 
enables refugees to consider housing options 
(in light of changes in family structure), in some 
cases with early alerts for rent arears, awareness of 
financial support and practical support for families 
in emergency accommodation.

Access to and support with digital 
technology helps resettlement

Whilst there remain barriers to accessing 
technology, when refugees had smart phones and 
computers, they used them extensively. These 
were used to find out about rights and services, 
retain social networks, support others and mitigate 
the impacts of move-on by drawing on mapping 
applications in order to help them understand their 
areas better before arrival/move-on.

A lack of available affordable housing is 
perpetuating vulnerability

There is a lack of appropriately located, available, 
good-quality and affordable housing. Where such 
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housing exists it is often concentrated in areas 
which experience high levels of deprivation and 
other challenges. Whilst refugees appreciated 
housing access and support it was often in poor 
condition and insecure. Housing also tended to 
be located in areas that led to social isolation, 
a lack of integration and in places that did not 
account for inter-ethnic pressures that may exist in 
communities.

Refugees achieve security from being 
accommodated in social housing

Whilst there are exceptions, notably the Vulnerable 
Persons Resettlement Scheme (VPRS), over time 
it has become less common for refugees to be 
placed in social housing upon receipt of status 
or upon arrival in the UK. Refugees tended to 
feel most secure in social housing and this was 
seen as a key steppingstone for rebuilding their 
lives. Accommodating refugees in social housing, 
where there is a great shortage of housing, was 
often seen as an anathema at the political level 
and/or interpreted as such at the officer level. 
Stakeholders saw this as driven by concerns about 
inciting often fragile community tensions about 
the use of scarce resources. 

Housing options impact wider social 
integration

Refugees rely on a fragile, and often developing, 
network of contacts in local areas to help them 
resettle. The increasing lack of housing options 
within local areas has a corresponding impact on 
the fragmentation of these social networks. This 
leads to more isolation and has the potential to 
create more community tensions. Refugees tend 
to prefer living in more ethnically diverse areas 
due to direct experience of, or fear of, poor social 
relations with majority white or, indeed, dominant 
non-white ethnic communities.  However, at the 
same time, there was genuine concern about 
criminal activities and the risk of crime, and this 

impacted on refugees’ desire to venture into their 
new communities.  

Refugees recounted many ways in which they were 
integrated into various communities. There was a 
high degree of desire to adapt to life in the UK and 
engage with various systems. Learning English is 
seen as a critical prerequisite for this adaptation 
particularly for developing their engagement 
in the labour market, building social networks 
and understanding their rights in the UK. People 
often learn English to a useful daily standard but 
their need for employment often overrides their 
ability to sustain this learning. This limits their 
employment opportunities over the long-term, 
and their overall household income. There was a 
desire to see an increasing range of flexible options 
to learn English in order to allow them to develop 
increasingly advanced English language skills 
whilst remaining in the labour market.

Housing options do not adequately 
address protected characteristics

Due to a lack of appropriate housing options the 
research identified several ways in which meeting 
basic housing need was secondary to adequately 
addressing their protected characteristics. 
This was particularly the case with respect to 
people with disabilities and sexual orientation. 
Refugees with disabilities reported struggling to 
access suitable independent housing and even 
treatment in temporary accommodation which 
significantly increased their vulnerability. Similarly, 
refugees from LGBTQ+ communities found an 
enhanced level of vulnerability by having to live 
within communities that could be hostile to their 
identities and away from vital networks and 
communities of support.  

Asylum-pathway refugees experience 
discrimination in housing

With respect to housing, it was rare to find 



instances where discrimination had taken 
place, at least in the early stage of arrival, in the 
lives of resettled refugees. Asylum-pathway 
refugees however, tended to report evidence of 
discrimination and poor practices towards them 
by landlords and letting agents. Such instances 
often made refugees feel vulnerable, angry and 
powerless. This discrimination was amplified by a 
lack of knowledge of their rights, English language 
abilities, and a lack of advocacy on their behalf. 
Refugees who had been in the UK for a number 
of years were able to recount various ways they 
had been discriminated and exploited by housing 
actors in their past; these included accessing their 
home unannounced or not dealing with repairs. 
Refugees described ways of coping with these 
instances as they arose, seeking guidance from 
their networks and in some cases having to move 
to new housing. 

Reception centres are not positive 
environments for refugees over the long-
term

The use of initial accommodation in the form 
of communal living was a predominant feature 
of three out of the five resettlement schemes 
that have operated in the UK (Bosnia, Kosovo 
and Afghanistan). The experience of Bosnians 
and Kosovans of living in centres in the 1990s 
was ambivalent to weakly positive. There was 
a sense of appreciation about the support they 
were provided with by staff within the centres 
but a strong desire to move into independent 
community-based accommodation. Lengthy stays 
in such accommodation, typically repurposed 
social care institutions, were seen as negative and 
restrictive. For the recent Afghan programme, 
initial accommodation was often a hotel. A sense 
of appreciation for the support was shared by the 
Afghans, however, there was a distinct relief about 
their move into community-based housing.   

Whilst the UK is highly experienced in the use of 
initial accommodation to accommodate asylum 

seekers, the UK is relatively inexperienced with 
the use of reception centres for refugees. Most 
of the published evidence about the impact of 
initial accommodation and reception centres upon 
refugees is from outside the UK. Whilst reception 
centres are intended to feel like spaces of support, 
where refugees must stay in them for lengthy 
periods of time, such initial accommodation has 
increasingly become seen as spaces of control. 
A lack of individual freedom in such spaces was 
seen to constrain normal household practices 
like cooking and childcare which further inhibited 
people in their resettlement and integration.

Our findings concur with research from elsewhere 
which draw attention to the poorly maintained and 
dilapidated appearance of initial accommodation 
which tends to add to negative images of 
refugees. Similarly, such centres are typically 
in poor condition, basic and, as a result, have a 
negative impact on the health and wellbeing of 
asylum seekers and refugees, which adds to the 
dehumanisation and social exclusion of their 
residents. A number of impacts of such centres 
are consistent such as a lack of privacy and 
autonomy, disturbed sleep and fear of harassment 
and discrimination, which contribute to elevated 
stress and anxiety for residents. In turn, rules and 
restrictions within such centres have reportedly 
rendered parents powerless when raising their 
children. For more information about evidence 
from elsewhere see Brown, Gill and Halsall (2021; 
2022).
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Conclusion

The settlement of refugees is, at its core, a housing issue. Refugees are faced with the impossible 
decision to flee from their home, often navigating several places, to arrive in a country with hopes of 
being provided with security of status and assistance to continue their lives. At the foundation of this 
promise of refuge is the provision of a safe and secure home. Yet, refugees experience the worst housing 
outcomes of any migrant group. 

Despite this, the knowledge base about housing and its significance in the lives of refugees lacks 
cohesion and the issues we are aware of, which can have enormous impact on how ‘successful’ their 
settlement is, are often overlooked. This is particularly concerning given the general agreement that 
housing is one of the key pillars of integration for refugees and how the settlement of refugees and 
access to housing remains at the centre of localised debates regarding the fairness and community level 
impact of immigration.

This policy briefing, and the research upon which it is based, underlines the need for policy actors 
and practitioners to consider and account for the experience of being a refugee within the housing 
system. Housing plays a key role in the lives of refugees. The housing crisis, the withdrawal of local 
government from the asylum system, and the harsh economic context faced by voluntary and community 
organisations has shown in the starkest of terms how vulnerable refugees can be within the housing 
system at large. There is an opportunity to improve the long-term outcomes for refugees by learning 
from their experiences in order to design and shape responses that improve their housing experiences.  



Get in touch
Email us at healthyhousing@hud.ac.uk  
Follow us on twitter at @InHealthyHomes
Visit our website: www.healthy-housing.uk
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The study

This document was produced by the authors at the University of Huddersfield as part of the Refugee 
Integration Yorkshire and Humber project. The project was mobilised in January 2021 and concluded 
in December 2022. It sought to understand the housing pathways and experiences of refugees who 
had settled in the UK over a 30-year period. It involved an extensive scoping review of the literature 
and in-depth research with 49 refugees and 30 policy actors and practitioners. Research participants 
were mainly drawn from the Yorkshire and Humber region of the UK. Several project outputs have been 
developed and can be found here. This includes:

• Peer-reviewed academic articles
• An in-depth final project report
• A graphic novel
• An interactive documentary

This document has been produced with the financial support of the European Union Asylum, Migration 
and Integration Fund. The contents of this publication are the sole responsibility of the authors, and in 
no way reflect the views of the funder, the European Commission or the United Kingdom Responsible 
Authority (UKRA). Neither the European Commission nor UKRA is liable for any use that may be made of 
the information in this publication.

Project lead: Prof. Philip Brown, University of Huddersfield
Contact: p.a.brown@hud.ac.uk 
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