Refugee Action Kingston, May 2009


Good Practice Guide: Working with Refugees and Asylum Seekers
· Establish trust
· Be accessible
· Have an open door
· Encourage familiarity…
· …but be wary of creating dependency
· Depersonalise the brand
· Have regular, core activities
· Maintain contact
· Be aware of multiple disadvantages
· Avoid fees
· Think of childcare
· Take the long-term approach
· Communicate the essentials – when/where/why
· Adapt and be flexible
· Avoid becoming targets rather than person driven
· Know when interpretation or translation is necessary
· Consult, Respond, Report
· Implement policies
· Understand the iceberg effect
· Respect – but don’t repeat – refugee’s stories
Establish trust

· Why?

Refugees and asylum seekers have often experienced fundamental breaches of trust, and the drawn out asylum process, combined with a perceived lack of support can cause them to feel let down and rejected by people and organisations here in the UK.  
· How?

Services will gain reputations as being trustworthy if they do what they say they are going to do; don’t make promises they can’t fulfill; be there when they say they are going to be there; and keep relevant information confidential.  
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Be accessible
· Why?
Keep your service accessible by ensuring that barriers don’t creep in. Appointments don’t work for many refugees and asylum seekers as they often have too many other variables going on - other issues or emergencies may take priority, resulting in wasted staff time.   Telephone appointments can be difficult for people with language difficulties.
· How?
By having a drop-in service, within a set time every week (when you’re sure you’ll have the staff), these barriers can be avoided.

The reputation of a service, good or bad, often spreads rapidly by word of mouth. So if you have a drop-in, ensure that you have the staff, and that there is a transparent system for seeing clients.
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Have an open door
· Why?

With most mainstream services operating closed door policies, and becoming more reliant on phone and email contact, a welcome, open door service is more than a relief for refugees and asylum seekers – it is a necessity.
· How?

Ensure that those staff or volunteers who are the first point of contact are fully trained, able and willing to deal with refugees and asylum seekers.  
If you are unable to offer staff time outside of drop-in hours, devise a system to reassure people that their problem has been noted.
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Encourage familiarity…
· Why?
Refugees and asylum seekers need good services, but they also need to feel familiar with the people within those services.
· How?
Staff and volunteer retention is crucial.  Ask volunteers to commit to a minimum period of time – a high turnover of volunteers within a project can impact severely not only the project’s capacity but also on relationships that are vital to effective service delivery.
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…but be wary of creating dependency
· Why?
Refugees and asylum seekers can form dependency on individuals and on services.  This can be due a lack of language skills, or lack of understanding and knowledge of how, for example, bureaucratic systems work.  Often it is down to confidence. 
· How?
Prevent dependency from forming through good policies and active implementation (see Implementing Policies - Boundaries, Depersonalising the Brand).  Encourage refugees and asylum seekers to feel confident to access other services and opportunities.  Work with other organisations to ensure that they are ready to engage with refugees and asylum seekers when successful signposting or referral has occurred.
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Depersonalise the brand
· Why?
Refugees and asylum seekers tend to see and remember people rather than organisations.  This can lead to a personalisation of a service in their perception - for example, you can hear “I had help from Ken, he helped me a lot,” rather than, “I had help from Refugee Action Kingston, they helped me a lot.”  This individualised understanding can lead to increased pressure on a staff member or volunteer and result in poor staff and volunteer retention.  It also has serious potential consequences for how Equal Opportunities are perceived to be implemented within the organisation. 
· How?
Insist on a Boundaries policy (see Boundaries) and encourage the use of organisation or project names and prohibit individuals from accepting gifts.  Make sure that all advertising and promotion to refugees and asylum seekers reflects this.
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Have regular, core activities
· Why?
Regular activities can provide refugees and asylum seekers with a focus, and a link to your service that they can rely on. Recruiting for one off opportunities can be very difficult, particularly if not enough time is given.  
· How?
Design your core activities to respond to the main issues that refugees and asylum seekers demonstrate, such as ESOL classes, and ensure that they are regular and reliable.  Do not change time and location without thorough consultation and informing all service users.
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Maintain contact
· Why?
Refugees and asylum seekers can quickly and easily become difficult to contact.  This can be due to the temporary nature of their housing their reliance on cheap pay-as-you-go phones which result in frequent changes of number.  No credit on these phones means that answer-phone messages are rarely returned and people with language difficulties may not answer the phone if they fear they are going to be unable to understand.  Lack of access to computers means that emails are rarely used.  
· How?
Overcome this by actively asking people to update their details on a regular basis, giving people dates and appointments when you see them rather than relying on phone calls, and make sure this does not incur a cost for them.
Go Back to Top
Be aware of multiple disadvantages
· Why
Refugees and asylum seekers are viewed within statistical analysis as a stand-alone category.  However, most refugees and asylum seekers experience disadvantage more deeply as they belong to a number of ‘categories’ – they are not only refugees and asylum seekers but careers, women, disabled people, elderly, people with mental health issues or limiting long term illnesses, long-term unemployed or underemployed.  
· How?
Recognise this in your work and make provisions for this.  Devise a system for recognising when your organisation or service should be referring onto other organisations – for example, are the needs a disabled female refugee aged over 60 most appropriately met by refugee organisations, disability organisations, women’s organisations, or organisations for older people?  In devising the system, assess whether referral organisations are ‘refugee-ready’ – have they put in place measures for meeting the needs of refugees and asylum seekers, and is there a commitment within the organisation to meeting these needs?
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Avoid fees
· Why?
Many refugees and asylum seekers are surviving on very low incomes.  Some are unable to or prefer not to access welfare benefits.  Some families are reliant on one part-time wage only.  Incomes are very low, as refugees are one of the most unemployed and underemployed sections of society.  Even token fees for services or opportunities are unaffordable to most refugees and asylum seekers.  In addition, financial priorities may have been made in a different way.  For example, any disposable income may be spent on educational tuition for children, leaving nothing for the parents to use for their own personal development.
· How?
Avoid making judgments on financial decision making and instead priorities reducing, or if possible, abolishing fees.
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Think of childcare
· Why?
Those with childcare responsibilities can face significant barriers to accessing services and opportunities.
· How?
To overcome this, organise projects and service within school hours, allowing travel time also.  Provide a crèche for those with children under 5 to make use of.  Be prepared to work in an environment with children in it, particularly when young children find their first experience of crèche very difficult.
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Take the long-term approach
· Why?
Normal Good Practice within voluntary sector services applies here – developing Business Plans, Fundraising Strategies etc.  When starting from scratch, anticipate that the service will take a long time to become established.  Be prepared to keep the service running even with a low take-up initially.

· How?
Ask why you are doing it – is it going to provide a sustainable service to refugees and asylum seekers?  Perhaps more than other groups, refugees and asylum seekers need services that they can rely on, that will help them on a long-term basis.  Sustainability is key.
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Communicate the essentials – when/where/why
· Why?
Advertising and promotion needs to be well designed to be understood by those with low English language levels.  Large amounts of text are not going to be read.
· How?
Break down information into the essentials – state what the service is or does, when and where it will take place, for how long, and why.  Use pictorial images to support understanding.  As far as possible, deliver information accompanied by verbal explanation in order to facilitate understanding.
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Adapt and be flexible
· Why?
Working with refugees and asylum seekers can be unpredictable.
· How?
Establish rules but in addition be flexible – for example, understand that absence may be due to highly mitigating factors.  Adapt to changing circumstances and needs – if a new language group emerges, re-evaluate your methods for overcoming language barriers quickly.  Reflect this need for flexibility within funding agreements to avoid being tied to targets that are difficult to meet.  For example, religious festivals may have a significant impact on attendance, and so weekly targets would be unrealistic.
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Avoid becoming targets rather than person driven
· Why?
Do not commit your project to achieving unrealistic outcomes or targets that will affect the quality of your work for the people you are trying to benefit. You do not want to find yourselves in a position where, for example, you are trying to encourage service users to do unsuitable tasks or activities, in order to meet the targets rather than the needs of the person.
· How?
Take this into account when planning projects and committing to outcomes. In addition, recognise the significance of language barriers and how this may impact on project delivery – for example, a Parenting course will be highly difficult to implement without a large ESOL component.
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Know when interpretation or translation is necessary
· Why?
There are times when it is good to encourage refugees and asylum seekers to use English, and to push them to feel confident in doing so.  Courses and learning services are an example, or communicating information on a service. There are times, however, when interpreting and translation are necessary, such as within Advice services or Counseling.  If you need to communicate something that will impact on the person’s social, economic, physical or mental health and wellbeing to an important extent, then that is the time to access interpreting services. Interpreting remains one of the key barriers facing refugees and asylum seekers in accessing services.  Having an established system to provide interpreting quickly and effectively will open a number of doors for refugees and asylum seekers.

· How?
Interpreters should be trained to deliver interpreting only, and understand that giving advice or information that is not coming directly from the professional will put the service at risk.  Interpreters should also be committed to delivering Equal Opportunities and working within strict Boundaries.  Interpreters supporting services such as Counseling which have mental health aims and implications will require significant supervision and support to prevent burn-out or breakdown.
Go Back to Top
Consult, Respond, Report
· Why?
In planning, monitoring and evaluating your project, it is very important to ensure that it meets the needs of refugees and asylum seekers.  You can only know their needs if you consult them.  You can also consult other parties that are involved with them, such as volunteers and staff or external organisations.
· How?
Design a consultation system that truly seeks to overcome language and literacy barriers, for example by using symbols.  

Provide thorough support to consul tees in filling out any questionnaires, particularly around any questions that require written sentences rather than ticking or circling.  

Make sure people know why they are being consulted, and what you plan to do with the consultation findings.  

After consultation, meet with staff and volunteers to assess how you can respond to its findings.  Refugees and asylum seekers can be reluctant to complain or suggest improvements, so examine any apparently minor suggestions for their implications.  

Record what you can and can’t change as a result of the consultation, and how these decisions were made.  

Finally, make sure you report to the people who were consulted on decision making and the impact that the consultation has had on the project or service.  Refugees and asylum seekers can suffer ‘consultation fatigue’ as they are often consulted on services but rarely reported to on how their ideas have shaped developments.
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Implement policies
· Why?
A Boundaries policy should aim to prevent staff and volunteers burning-out or the service being compromised if it is seen as individualised by service users.  

A rigorous Equal Opportunities policy that commits to the active implementation of Equal Opportunities within service/project delivery should contain practical guidance on how this should be done to ensure that it does not remain an abstract commitment.  

All staff and volunteers should commit to a Confidentiality policy to prevent the details, even minor ones, of refugees and asylum seekers’ private lives, being repeated within or outside the organisation. 
· How?
Practical guidance within a Boundaries policy is useful, such as prohibiting the exchange of contact details between staff/volunteers and service users; advising against accepting gifts; and guidance on when to refer service users internally in recognition of the limits one person’s ability to deal with a range of issues.

Information should be shared on a need-to-know basis only between colleagues.  Of course, Child Protection and the safeguarding of Vulnerable Adults would always take precedence over Confidentiality should a child or vulnerable adult be at risk.  An environment where all information is received, recorded and shared in a non-judgmental manner should be encouraged.
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Understanding the Iceberg effect
· Why?
Refugees and asylum seeker issues are like icebergs – there are a number of issues beneath the surface that you do not know.  Many refugees and asylum seekers chose not to discuss their history (see Respect – but don’t repeat – refugee’s stories).  However, they have experienced trauma, persecution, war, and a range of difficulties in adapting to life in the UK, and bring that history with them.  
· How?
There will be a number of details – some mundane, some important – that refugees and asylum seekers do not share with you or your organisation.  This is not a breach of trust, an attempt at lying or manipulation, and should not be treated as such.  If you had lost everything once, you also may feel you have a right to keep details about yourself private.
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Respect – but don’t repeat – refugees stories
· Why?
If a refugee and asylum seeker chooses to share details of their personal life or history with you, listen to them.  Know when the boundary between taking a listening role and a counseling role has been passed, and let the person know that you are unable to be a counsellor – seek professional counseling for them in this situation.  The personal story of a refugee and asylum seeker is one of the few things that they have brought with them from their country of origin, and is thus a precious resource.  
· How?
If a person trusts you enough to tell you this, then respect this trust by not repeating it.  It is common for those working with refugees and asylum seekers to become passionate about asylum issues, as they can see the difficulties and challenges faced in the UK.  However, know the difference between advocating for refugees and asylum seekers and repeating individual stories and histories that risk compromising the trust that was initially shown to you.
