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Key recommendations
Most of our recommendations are structural and are predominantly for the Home Office and local government. 
Other recommendations are operational and for those delivering front line services. Underpinning all of the 
recommendations are two core principles:

• User-focused design: where possible practitioners should co-produce services with young refugees and 
asylum seekers.   

• Collaboration: it is essential that all relevant agencies work together to create the best possible pathway of 
support for this group.

Asylum procedures

• The government must streamline the 
current system to ensure the efficient, 
fair and accurate processing of all asylum 
requests within a predictable structure 
and timeline;

• Applicants must be given regular 
updates, including through the use of 
text messages and email instead of by 
post to speed up the process.

Training and employment 

• The government should facilitate the early 
learning of English through additional 
ESOL courses and study groups, delivered 
by a network of further education 
colleges, charities and mentors throughout 
the year, not just during academic terms;

• The government should ensure young 
refugees can access training and fill 
skills gaps in the economy, including 
through support with IT skills and the 
removal of financial barriers to education 
and training through loans, grants and 
scholarship schemes;

• Councils and charities should develop 
youth volunteering opportunities to 
provide positive focus and structure 
for those who cannot work due to their 
immigration status.

Support and integration

• To tackle isolation among many refugee 
and asylum seeking young people, 
the government and local authorities 
should encourage the voluntary sector 
to facilitate the creation of a network 
of mentors to provide informal practical 
and emotional support; 

• The government and local councils 
should continue to support the voluntary 
sector to expand successful befriending 
groups run by charities such as the 
British Red Cross.

Supported housing

• Refugee and asylum seeking young 
people should be housed in age-
appropriate quiet accommodation, with 
as much personal space as possible; 

• There should be increased funding for 
interpreters, supplemented by language 
banks of volunteer interpreters, to 
enable young people to communicate 
with support staff, particularly at the 
beginning of their stay, to help them 
understand what support is available;

• Supported accommodation providers 
should offer tailored support for young 
refugees and have links to relevant 
organisations to provide specialist support;

• Specialist training should be given to 
all front line staff to ensure a basic 
understanding of the asylum process and 
to help identify and take early action in 
relation to poor mental wellbeing.
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Introduction
Centrepoint is the leading national charity working with homeless young people aged 16 to 25. Established 
nearly 50 years ago, we provide accommodation and support to help homeless young people tackle their 
learning and health needs to move them towards independent living and employment.

In partnership with local councils part of Centrepoint’s 
work is undertaken with young people who are refugees 
or who are claiming asylum. Some of these young 
people will be new arrivals to the UK, while others may 
have been living in this country for all or most of their 
lives but suffered a breakdown in their relationship with 
immediate or extended family.

There are currently 220 refugee and asylum seeking 
young people in Centrepoint services - 14 per cent of all 
those supported by Centrepoint. Almost half are asylum 
seekers awaiting an often drawn out decision on their 
application.  They are aged mostly between 16 and 21, 
and are citizens of a wide range of countries including 
Eritrea, Syria, Pakistan, Sudan, Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran and 
Nigeria, and often fleeing war or religious intolerance. 

Centrepoint has seen a recent increase in the number 
of asylum seekers being referred to its services by 
local authorities; from 59 in 2014-15 to 95 in 2016-
17. This reflects the recent increase in the number 
of unaccompanied asylum seeking children arriving 
in Europe1, a national shortage of foster home 
availability, and a shortfall in funding for councils taking 
responsibility for their care.   

This has resulted in local authorities turning to charities 
such as Centrepoint to support them in ensuring these 
young people are suitably accommodated while their 
cases are decided by the Home Office as well as if they 
are granted leave to remain.2

The Asylum system explained

Depending on their circumstances, young people 
coming to this country can be considered for different 
types of immigration status.

A minority of applicants gain permission to stay in the 
UK through leave to remain. Leave to remain might 
mean official recognition as a refugee or permission to 
stay for humanitarian protection or through discretionary 
leave to remain. In each case, the protected individual 
can stay in the UK for up to five years, three years if 
granted discretionary leave to remain, and then has the 
opportunity to apply for indefinite leave to remain.

Local authorities are responsible for a refugee and asylum 
seeking young person’s care until they turn 18 and, 
unless their asylum claim fails and they become Appeal 
Rights Exhausted, as care leavers until they turn 21.

Accommodation and care ultimately comes from the 
Home Office which now provides funding to local 
authorities amounting to £114 per day for under 16s, 
£91 per day for 16-17 year olds or £200 per week 
for care leavers. If a care leaver becomes Appeal 
Rights Exhausted local authorities receive no further 
funding. Those receiving Section 95 support receive 
subsistence funds of £36.95 per week per person, and 
if necessary accommodation outside of London.

The widespread use of temporary forms of leave to 
remain for children means that, when transitioning 
under the care system, their immigration status is 
often unresolved and little support exists to help them 
navigate the complexity.3

Recent changes to the law under Section 68 and 
Schedule 12 of the Immigration Act 2016 exclude 
certain groups of young people who turn 18, from 
accessing the mainstream leaving care support 
provided by local authorities.

Young people arriving in the UK aged 18 or over  will 
receive support from the Home Office -in the form 
of subsistence and, if needed, accommodation- only 
if they would otherwise be destitute. They are not 
entitled to care from a responsible adult. 

UK Visas and Immigration’s service standards are 
to process straightforward asylum cases within six 
months and non-straightforward cases within 12 
months. It is unclear whether these targets are being 
met as no official figures are published. For as long 
as their claims are undecided applicants remain 
dependent on support as they legally cannot work. 
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In 2015, the UK received six asylum applications for every 10,000 people resident in the UK, putting it 17th of 28 
EU countries in terms of how many people seek asylum.  Only a minority of applicants will gain permission to stay in 
the UK and, despite the increase in news coverage, the number of people being granted refugee status has remained 
relatively stable over the last decade, at around 9,000 per year.4 The rejection rate at the first instance is 64 per cent, 
although a majority of refused applicants lodge appeals, and in 2015, 35 per cent of appeals were allowed. 

Eritrea
3,693

Iran
3,242

Sudan
2,912

Syria
2,539

Pakistan
2,539Afghanistan

2,261

Iraq
2,216

Albania
1,159

Bangladesh
1,110

India
1,014

In 2015

32,733 new 
applicants

Asylum applications in 2015 - top ten applicant countries5

What this means in terms of support:

Data providing a snapshot for 2015-16a shows that:

• 5,673 unaccompanied asylum seeking children were supported by English local authorities at some point 
during the year

• 2,269 former unaccompanied asylum seeking children who had turned 18 were still receiving support.6

a  These numbers are likely to be on the low side since they were reliant on local authorities self-reporting.
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Methodology
The aim of the research was to explore the 
experiences of refugee and asylum seeking young 
people living in Centrepoint services, including 
their ability to achieve positive accommodation and 
employment outcomes upon leaving. 

Quantitative research: factors 
associated with young people  
having positive accommodation  
or EET outcomes

This research analysed the outcomes of all 2,725 young 
people who left Centrepoint services between July 
2014 and July 2016. The outcomes examined were: 

1. whether a young person had a positive 
accommodation move on leaving Centrepoint 

2. whether a young person was in education, 
employment or training on leaving Centrepoint

The quantitative analysis took an exploratory approach, 
and tested a large range of independent variables for 
statistical significance including age, gender, ethnicity, 
immigration status experience of care and engagement 
in learning programmes. This meant that we were able 
to examine the impact that being a refugee or asylum 
seeker had on certain outcomes. 

Qualitative research: refugees’ 
experiences of living in  
homelessness services

The research also included ten in-depth interviews 
with refugee and asylum seeking young people 
in Centrepoint services and five interviews with 
Centrepoint staff. This provided qualitative support 
for the results of the regression analysis and an 
understanding of the experiences of young people in 
our services. 

The young people interviewed were aged 16 to 23 
and were predominantly from North and East Africa, 
and the Middle East. They had been in the UK for 
different lengths of time, ranging from a few weeks to 
several years.

It is important to stress that while there was much 
common ground refugee and asylum seeking young 
people are not a homogenous group. Those who had 
arrived more recently were less willing to open up. 
For some of these young people, the Centrepoint 
interviewer, and Centrepoint generally, might have 
represented the authorities which may have impacted 
on the fullness and honesty of responses. 

Throughout this report we refer to both refugee and asylum seeking young people. This covers those 
seeking protection under the Refugee Convention or Article 3 of the European Convention on Human 
Rights (i.e. asylum seekers) as well as those whose claims have been successful by being granted refugee 
status. It also includes those with forms of related leave including humanitarian protection, discretionary 
leave or as an unaccompanied asylum seeking child. 

For definitions and further detail on the types of leave to remain see: https://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/gl
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Key findings

Young refugees are more likely to move on positively from supported accommodation

Centrepoint staff report that refugee and asylum seeking young people are some of the most engaged, driven and 
resilient young people in Centrepoint services. The quantitative analysis revealed that, controlling for other factors, 
refugee status was a significant predictor of a successful move into independent living and education, employment 
or training (EET), with 92 per cent of refugee and asylum seeking young people making a positive accommodation 
move and 66 per cent leaving Centrepoint EET. 

“I see the help, [Centrepoint] help me. They 
help everybody and they don’t have something 
missed. Where you open door they help you. If 
there is a door and you go like this (simulates 
knocking) they help.” 

Interviews revealed that refugee and asylum seeking 
young people clearly wanted to take responsibility for 
their own lives. They were very driven to learn and 
become financially independent. Many young refugees 
saw education and training as their key focus in order to 
build a successful career. Other common themes were 
a desire to have rigid plans in place and to maintain 
control over their lives.

“I try to work hard from now to university 
when I finish university I work hard as well with 
company in England”

Recommendations:

• The government should facilitate the early learning of English through additional ESOL courses 
and study groups, delivered by a network of further education colleges, charities and mentors 
throughout the year, not just during academic terms;

• The government should ensure young refugees can access training and fill skills gaps in the 
economy, including through support with IT skills and the removal of financial barriers to education 
and training through loans, grants and scholarship schemes;

• Councils and charities should develop youth volunteering opportunities to provide positive focus 
and structure, particularly for those who cannot work due to their immigration status.

While their education might have been disrupted, for 
example due to the outbreak of war, some already 
had a good skills base, and therefore their needs in 
terms of skills development were sometimes different 
to young people born in the UK. Once given the right 
tools, they were often able to make quick progress. 
One staff member highlighted the example of a young 
refugee from Eritrea who, within a year of arriving at 
Centrepoint, went from speaking no English to gaining a 
B in the subject at GCSE. 

It is important also to note that while their asylum claim 
is pending some young people have very little they 
can do because of working restrictions. Where this is 
the case, volunteer work can offer an important focus 
for them as well as improving their employability and 
encouraging integration.
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The asylum process prevents young people from rebuilding their lives

Young people highlighted the waiting time for interviews, decisions or documentation as being of critical 
importance to them as their asylum status underpinned all other aspects of their lives. The waiting times for 
decisions or documentation was significantly affecting their ability to move on to further education, find a job or 
rent their own accommodation. 

“I wanted to go uni this September and 
obviously because of that it’s put me back a 
year. And obviously that’s what’s holding up 
with my moving as well because I can’t move 
on from here. I had an opportunity to view 
a house but that got cancelled because they 
obviously realised that the documentation 
was not there.”

“It’s a bit frustrating really because when you 
think about the whole aspect of it, surely it 
does not take a year to respond to somebody. 
You know, your mind’s not at rest, your 
mind’s not at peace because every day you’re 
thinking is that gonna come, am I gonna hear 
from them.”

These delays meant that asylum seeking young people 
were living with a great deal of uncertainty, which was 

stressful and anxiety-provoking. This was compounded 
by the process itself which some found distressing, 
particularly the amount of information required and the 
manner in which it was requested in meetings. 

Recommendations:

• The government must streamline the 
current system to ensure the efficient, 
fair and accurate processing of all asylum 
requests within a predictable structure 
and timeline;

• Applicants must be given regular 
updates, including through the use of 
text messages and email instead of by 
post to speed up the process.
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Recommendations:

• To tackle isolation among many refugee and asylum seeking young people, the government and 
local authorities should encourage the voluntary sector to facilitate the creation of a network of 
mentors to provide additional, informal practical and emotional support to refugee and asylum 
seeking young people;

• The government and local councils should continue to support the voluntary sector to expand 
group befriending schemes run by charities such as the British Red Cross;

• There should be increased funding for interpreters, supplemented by language banks of volunteer 
interpreters, to enable young people to communicate with support staff, particularly at the 
beginning of their stay, to help them understand what support is available;

• Supported accommodation providers should offer tailored support for young refugees and have links to 
relevant organisations to provide specialist support.

A lack of English language skills and tailored activities isolate refugee and 
asylum seeking young people

The time following initial arrival in the UK was particularly challenging for young people, in large part due to 
language barriers. Refugee and asylum seeking young people and the staff supporting them identified the 
development of English language skills as an essential first step towards integrating into the UK. Where English was 
very bad, interpreters had an essential role to play in explaining information and options available.

Depending on when they arrived, some refugee and 
asylum seeking young people faced a long wait until they 
could start school or college and in the interim received 
very limited support to learn English. They also felt they 
needed more lessons in the school and college holidays. 

“I just learn English here at home, with my 
teacher…they teach me one hour and a half in 
week. I know it’s not enough but I have book at 
home I learn as well myself.”

“I started at Centrepoint Parliament, like I 
can’t speak English. And the older ones, you 
know, speak very well and I start by listen. And 
like after three months, I change, you know. I 
understand, I gain the confidence.”

There was a desire among refugee and asylum seeking 
young people to learn more about the UK and develop 
links and friendships within the community. However, 
as one staff member explained, young refugees did not 
have the opportunity to “do many things” and would 
benefit from specifically tailored activities. 

“Now I’m living in the UK, I have to think more 
about UK history and now about the world.”

“Slowly slowly I make the friends but when 
you’re living in a different culture different 
country, it is difficult. Slowly, slowly. But this 
is good….according to me this is a necessity to 
make lots of friends. When you know lots of 
friends and you communicate with each other, 
you achieve something”

There was sometimes a reluctance to travel too far to 
attend groups. Those with mentors spoke about how 
helpful they were. 

“I mean I’ve got a mentor actually from 
Centrepoint – [...]. So we’ll go out now and 
then, we’ll go out to eat, we’ll go bowling. And 
that’s lovely. That’s another way of me going 
out the house, when I haven’t got out the 
house in a long time.”

But this desire to build new relationships was not 
always there from the start; it required the right 
circumstances and in particular the existence of trust 
and confidence. 

9



Refugee and asylum seeking young people do not always get the support they 
need for their mental health and wellbeing

There was a general reluctance to discuss wellbeing or mental health, particularly in the case of new arrivals. Some 
refugee and asylum seeking young people came across as more withdrawn. They might have been suffering from 
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) or anxiety or just be lacking in confidence. This was unsurprising, as one staff 
member explained:

“They don’t want to speak to an authority 
figure about their problems. That requires an 
element of trust which hasn’t been built up yet. 
They would be scared that it could affect their 
accommodation or legal status.”

We also heard from staff that it was difficult sometimes 
to provide help because, for some refugee and asylum 
seeking young people, mental health was an alien 
concept or there was stigma attached to receiving 
formal help through mental health services or discussing 
feelings in the presence of strangers, and often at 
consultations there could be several people in the room. 

“I didn’t know anything about … social services 
and I could not understand why I had to share 
my life story so many times. I felt like they were 
judging me all the time.”

Unaccompanied refugee and asylum seeking young people 
are much less likely to seek help and support, particularly if 
they feel lonely and isolated.7 Some experts warn against 

assuming these young people are traumatised and need 
specialist mental health support8, and instead highlight the 
impact of stability and caring adults around them as being 
far more important to their long-term recovery. But, other 
than Centrepoint staff or mentors, there were few adults 
to whom they could speak.

“I’m quite boring. I go to work I come home. 
Mainly because of my past and everything that 
happened, I’ve kind of shut away from a lot.”

“I’m in that state of mind where right now 
it’s all about me, I need to focus on myself. If 
you’re there you’re there, it’s a plus, and if not, 
life goes on.”

Young people explained how their room was a space 
over which they had control, providing peace and quiet 
and privacy which was essential to their wellbeing. 
Many refugees and asylum seeking young people 
struggled to share communal areas. For some, traumatic 
recent memories made it difficult for them to cope with 
noisy environments, process their situation or sleep.

Recommendations:

• Refugee and asylum seeking people should be housed in age-appropriate quiet accommodation, 
with as much personal space as possible;

• Specialist training should be given to all front line staff, to ensure a basic understanding of the 
asylum process and to help identify and take early action in relation to poor mental wellbeing.
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Conclusion
With the right support, the minority of homeless refugees and asylum seeking young people who are granted leave 
to remain in the UK can build a new life for themselves. 

But the current application and decision-making process for refugee and asylum claims, and the lack of financial 
resources for local authorities greatly reduce the chances of these young people becoming permanent positive 
contributors to the UK and its economy.  

The drawn out application process leads to very high levels of anxiety for young people. Too often they are 
unable to access English language courses, and they cannot legally work or secure a student loan during the 
application process.  

However, with a few simple legislative and procedural changes, alongside limited investment in ensuring 
appropriate accommodation is provided, the government can support this small number of young people lead 
fulfilling lives in the UK.
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