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Executive Summary 

Background to the Study
- This study was carried out as part of the project originally entitled ‘Building bridges, not walls? The role 

of NGOs in contesting the security-migration nexus’, funded by the Carnegie Trust. The report and 
other related outputs have been supported by funding from the ESRC IAA. The primary research 
has been completed by Dr Ian Paterson, of the dept. of Politics and International Relations at the 
University of Glasgow. The final stages of the research, including production of key outputs and 
events, was support by University of Glasgow postgraduate researcher, Molly Gilmour. 

- The ways in which the Hostile Environment policy generates largescale suffering and hardship for 
communities of refugees and people seeking asylum in Scotland and throughout the UK is well 
documented. The launch of the UK Government’s ‘Borders Bill’ in 2021 lays out a concerning,  
yet not unsurprising, direction of travel that looks set to reinforce and exacerbate these issues.  
Thus, structural, deep-seated change is required to make positive, sustainable improvements.  
To achieve such, the third sector, and their key partners across all levels of government in Scotland, 
must build on their impressive array of work and achievements to date, and aim to operate even 
more effectively. 

- The research focused on the perceived structural, strategic challenges facing, and potential 
opportunities awaiting, the third sector in Scotland in addressing the Hostile Environment policy 
and its consequences. The study had two principal aims. First, to collate views from across the 
third sector in Scotland, incorporating large, medium and small organisations in order to consult 
a wide, diverse range of perspectives. Second, to provide greater clarity regarding perspectives on 
the strategic challenges and opportunities facing the third sector, to support greater collective 
understanding across the asylum and refugee sector more broadly, identify potential pathways 
forward, and assist efforts to create a more hospitable environment in Scotland (and beyond),  
where outcomes are improved for communities of refugees and people seeking asylum.

Research Design
- A qualitative research design was created and implemented, with semi-structured interviews, 

conducted between November 2020-May 2021, being the principal method of investigation. This was 
supplemented with preliminary document analysis of organisational outputs across the asylum and 
refugee sector (e.g. websites, research reports, blogs etc.). This was principally focused on, although 
not fully restricted to, 2018-20.

- In total, twenty-seven interviews were conducted. Twenty-three interviews were with senior 
representatives from twenty different third sector organisations. Three additional interviews were 
conducted with senior local government and council staff to contextualise the information gathered 
from third sector organisations, as well as to provide external insight into collaboration with key 
partners. One interviewee was unaffiliated. Participation and submission of evidence in no way 
indicates endorsement of the report or any of its content.

- The research was ethically reviewed and subsequently approved by the University of Glasgow’s 
College of Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee.

Main Findings and Recommendations
A series of issues were identified by third sector participants relating to both the challenges and 
opportunities, and often the intimate relationship between the two, of effectively contesting the  
current Hostile Environment. Ten main themes emerged as particularly pertinent. These themes, 
alongside the corresponding recommendations which are offered, are summarised in streamlined 
fashion below. A full account and more detailed recommendations are provided in the main report.

THEME 1 
From Short-Term to Strategy: Enhancing Strategic Approaches

Findings 1
The third sector modus operandi is identified as problematically short-term and ‘reactionary’. This is 
principally caused by structural barriers, namely the intensifying nature of the Hostile Environment, 
and significant pressures on resources and capacity within the sector. Frustration at this reactionary 
short-termism is matched with clear, widespread appreciation of the need to increase the prioritisation 
of long-term, strategically focused work. Recent thinking and action across the sector are felt by 
participants to demonstrate promising moves in this direction that can be capitalised and build upon.

Recommendations 1
- The sector must prioritise and enhance strategic thinking and strategic approaches by being more 

proactive, with greater focus on long-term, systemic changes. This requires creating clarity over 
strategic priorities to support organisational and collaborative action. 

- If current collaborative structures are insufficient to undertake this task, the creation of a new 
‘Strategic Consortium’ could offer a platform to identify strategic priorities, guiding action and 
research inside the sector and providing clear direction to external researchers and partners. 

- Funding bodies must increase funding options which support strategic planning and the 
development of strategically orientated, collaborative structures within the sector.

THEME 2 
Framing the Sector’s Approach: From Contesting to Construction

Findings 2
Resisting the immediate harms inflicted by the Hostile Environment was deemed essential, however 
there was a general dissatisfaction with framing the broad work of the sector in reactive terms, such 
as resistance or contestation. This framing was felt to be psychologically tiring, fail to incorporate 
or capture the importance of longer-term strategic planning and action, and unduly accept the 
permanence of a hostile policy underpinning UK-level asylum and refugee politics. Instead, a preference 
was held for a proactive and constructive framing of the sector’s activity, where an emphasis is placed  
on creating, building anew and proposing alternatives to reform the political agenda.

Recommendations 2
- Where necessary, the sector must continue to resist the immediate harms inflicted by the Hostile 

Environment. However, the sector, and organisations within it, should endeavour, where possible, 
to frame their work in positive, constructive terms. This will support desired shifts away from 
reactionary modes of operation, whilst a proactive focus on creating a hospitable environment 
would provide a positive, clear framework to centre strategic and operational planning and action. 
Establishing this framework would support the creation of a common language across the sector, 
facilitating cohesion and collaboration.
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THEME 3 
The Scottish Context: Politics, Policy and Place

Operating in the Scottish political and social context emerged as a central theme, with many 
opportunities identified as a result.

Findings 3.1. The Party Political and Legislative Environment
The prevailing rights-based refugee and asylum legislative direction from the Scottish Government 
(and broad cross-party support at Holyrood for it) is viewed as vital in setting a different, more 
welcoming and inclusive tone to that of Westminster, creating a supportive environment for third sector 
organisations to operate, supporting morale and efficacy. 

Recommendations 3.1
- The sector must continue to communicate with the Scottish Government the significance of policies, 

legislation and public messaging that is based on hospitality, welcome, and rights, and work in 
partnership to continue this direction of travel. To ensure this policy direction remains resilient in the 
face of any future social, political and constitutional change, the sector must increase engagement 
with a broader political coalition in Scotland (and beyond), to maintain and strengthen cross-party 
support.

Findings 3.2. The New Scots Refugee Integration Strategy
The New Scots strategy is particularly prized for its role as a tone setting signal, alongside its role as a 
hub of collaboration. However, there are concerns about a lack of funds attached to the strategy, whilst 
some participants report that the promise to support integration ‘from day one’ – so prized by others  
as a vital message of welcome – may be being interpreted as a pressure to integrate effectively from  
day one. 

Recommendations 3.2
- When evaluating the ‘impact’ of New Scots, the value placed by the sector upon the strategy as a 

positive, unifying starting point that sets the parameters of asylum and refugee politics in Scotland 
must not underestimated for its strategic significance. To maintain (and build upon) this value, issues 
of funding and understanding around expectations for integration need to be addressed.

Findings 3.3. The Media Environment in Scotland
The mainstream Scottish media’s general avoidance of sensationalist and populist anti-immigrant 
coverage, and accommodation of positive immigration, asylum and refugee stories is identified as 
another vital component in setting the political tone and is perceived as psychologically important for 
organisations and staff within the sector, boosting morale and preventing feelings of being embattled. 
The Scottish Government’s messaging and policy direction is felt to solidify this tone in the media. 
This difference in media landscape is perceived not to be fully appreciated and leveraged by larger UK 
organisations located in England, who primarily concentrate on influence in England and Westminster.

Recommendations 3.3
- With influencing public opinion and narratives identified by participants as a core strategic priority 

(see theme 6.2), maintaining and building an even more hospitable media environment, underpinned 
by efforts to maintain and enhance the current policy and discursive direction from Holyrood,  
is essential.

- Strategic planning in the sector (in Scotland and the wider UK) related to the influence and coverage 
of the media must incorporate the politics of devolved settings, as one-size-fits-all policies are likely 
to be less effective.

Findings 3.4. Utilising Devolved Powers
Devolution and Scottish Parliamentary jurisdiction in key policy areas are identified as a major strategic 
opportunity to generate better outcomes for persons of asylum seeking and refugee backgrounds in 
the short-term as well as generate long-term structural changes. How well devolved powers have been 
utilised to date lacks consensus among participants, but there is a clear perception of a fresh impetus 
in the sector to re-double efforts to creatively utilise devolved competencies, something that is closely 
linked with efforts to strategically re-position asylum and refugee issues (see also theme 4).

Where no legal route can be found to utilise devolved powers, there was consensus that the most 
effective alternative for national and local government policymakers in Scotland was to support the 
third sector.

If the Home Office is unwilling to shift policy going forward, many participants presented more local 
jurisdiction over asylum and refugee policy and service provision as an alternative pathway to facilitate  
a reprioritisation of resources beyond reactive, emergency responses.

Recommendations 3.4
- Devolution and Scottish Parliamentary jurisdiction must be utilised to its maximum. Strategically 

re-positioning asylum and refugee issues offers a substantial opportunity for the sector. Renewed 
efforts must be made to grow partnerships with the legal sector and to pilot new approaches to 
specific areas of asylum and refugee policy and practice, for example, lifting the ban on employment 
or community-based alternatives to detention etc.

- Where no legal means can be found to assert Scottish Government/local authority jurisdiction, 
Holyrood must support the third sector so that they are sufficiently provisioned to effectively 
respond to and support those whom the Hostile Environment excludes.

- The third sector, alongside key partners in government, must continue to seek to effect change in 
Home Office policy. Should this not be forthcoming, attaining more local jurisdiction over asylum  
and refugee policy and service provision offers an alternative pathway. 

Findings 3.5. Operating in Scotland and Glasgow
The relatively small size of Scotland within the broader UK, as well as the concentration of organisations 
and activity in Glasgow, are perceived by participants as providing a series of benefits and opportunities 
to support effective performance within the sector, including: easing the development and maintenance 
of personal relationships; having a wealth of invaluable experience established among organisations; and 
the vibrancy and politics of the city of Glasgow itself providing a strong foundation to operate. However, 
increasing numbers of asylum seekers in Glasgow without increased Home Office support is creating 
additional pressures on the system – and organisations across the sector – to operate effectively. 

Recommendations 3.5
- The sector must seek to maximise the structural advantages Scotland provides for relationship 

building and the opportunities to enhance collaborative efforts. 
- To support the sustainability of the sector, sustained increases in people seeking asylum in Glasgow 

must be matched by financial support from the Home Office. Failing this, policymakers at Holyrood 
must continue to support the third sector through greater financial support. Any decision to widen 
dispersal in Scotland in future must take seriously the absence of an established, experienced third 
sector infrastructure when calculating and allocating resources.
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THEME 4
Strategic Re-positioning: Beyond ‘Asylum Seeker and Refugee’ Issues

Findings 4
Re-positioning issues arising from/through the process of seeking asylum and refuge, into broader 
policy debates (employment, health, housing, access to justice etc.), is identified by participants as 
a pathway to achieve meaningful policy change by: challenging the logic and practice of excluding 
asylum seekers and refugees from accessing rights and services, supporting the projection of inclusive, 
humanising narratives; creating an opportunity to collaborate with organisations traditionally seen as 
operating outside of the asylum and refugee sector; and having the potential to shift the policy and 
legal conversation toward tangible issues and devolved competencies, maximising the opportunities 
offered by operating in the Scottish political context. Recent moves in this direction were described by 
participants as promising, with broad agreement across the sector that this re-positioning work is a 
smart strategic move. 

Recommendations 4
 Where possible, the sector should endeavour to strategically re-positioning asylum and refugee 

issues inside broader policy and societal issues and exploit the opportunities to promote inclusive 
narratives, partner with stakeholders beyond the ‘traditional’ asylum and refugee sector and utilise 
the contextual advantages within Scottish politics. 

THEME 5 
Collaboration in the Sector: Maximising Potential 

Findings 5.1. Collaboration as Strategic Imperative 
Collaboration is identified by participants as the most potent tool to support the sector to adopt more 
strategic, longer-term approaches and the construction of a more hospitable environment. The value 
of collaborative structures (networks, coalitions, umbrella groups etc.) existing as structures in and of 
themselves as sites of further collaboration and innovation, is deemed vital.

Recommendations 5.1
- Enhancing collaboration must be tackled as a key strategic priority. The sector must protect and 

develop collaborative structures to exploit their value as sites of further collaboration and innovation. 
The sector should consider whether a new, bespoke structure (e.g. a ‘Strategic Consortium’) is 
required to focus on strategic, longer-term structural change. 

Findings 5.2. Opportunities for Enhancing Collaboration
To enhance current levels and efficacy of collaboration, several opportunities were named: collaborating 
with organisations and stakeholders beyond the traditional asylum and refugee sector to bolster impact; 
increasing partnerships with the legal sector to contest the nuances of Hostile Environment policy 
and to maximise the potential to utilise devolved powers; building and securing positive relationships 
with governing politicians whose portfolio extends beyond refuge and asylum (e.g. Economy, Justice) 
and with political parties across the political spectrum in Holyrood to increase impact sustainably; 
maintaining constructive relationships with statutory service providers and state contractors to 
improve accountability; and collaborating with organisations across the UK to better advance change at 
Westminster, including by utilising current Scottish policy, policy positions and political elite messaging 
as a vanguard.

Recommendations 5.2
- The sector must ensure effective tri-partite collaboration between the third sector, local government  

and national government remains resilient, whilst strengthening its collaborative partnership working  
with organisations outside of the traditional asylum and refugee sector, with the legal sector, 
with ‘non-traditional’ Ministers and opposition political parties at Holyrood, with organisations 
throughout the rest of the UK, and with statutory service providers.

Findings 5.3. Challenges for Enhancing Collaboration
Several core challenges were recurring when discussing barriers to greater collaboration in the sector, 
including: a lack of unity between larger and smaller organisations who diverge in tactics/operating 
culture; a competitive, precarious funding climate; organisational interests being prioritised over that 
of the wider sector ecosystem; and a lack of capacity (staff time and energy) to invest in collaborative 
ventures.

Recommendations 5.3
- For collaboration to be effective, it cannot be treated as an extra and must be prioritised with 

deliberate efforts. Funding bodies must therefore increase investment into supporting the process 
of collaboration itself (e.g. building of sustainable relationships and long-term trust) to foster 
sustainable collaborative infrastructures that act as a hub and springboard for further collaboration. 
This will assist with efforts to overcome the other challenges identified, especially regarding a lack of 
unity, capacity and a collective ethos.

Findings 5.4. Best Practice for Collaborative Ventures
Several features were identified as crucial for effective collaboration, including: having generous 
leadership, where resources and information are shared; investing time and energy in building 
trusting relationships; establishing leadership and participation of staff with excellent collaborative 
skill sets; having clarity over a simple, unifying goal and purpose; installing a culture of open, honest 
communication over roles, expectations and capacity to contribute; and having a structure that  
allows flexible participation on sub-projects.

Recommendations 5.4
- Incorporating the ‘best practices’ identified above will provide strong foundations for collaborative 

enterprises across the sector and between the sector and key partners.

THEME 6 
Communications: Inside and Out 

Communications – internal within-sector and external public-facing – emerged as another key theme on 
the challenges/opportunities landscape. 

Findings 6.1. Internal Communications: Informal and Formal Channels of Communication
Internally, informal channels of communication are identified as particularly important for cascading 
and sharing information, although there were mixed views on how effective these channels are, with 
some frustrations from (typically smaller) organisations regarding the speed and reliability with which 
information is shared and disseminated by (typically larger) organisations who have greater access to 
policymakers and other powerful stakeholders. Additionally, the quantity of information and the variety 
of information channels make information overload a key challenge for organisations, undermining 
collaboration and risking duplication. 
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Recommendations 6.1
- Internal communications must be improved to enhance trust, cohesion and efficacy within the 

sector. For informal communications, organisations and networks must endeavour to disseminate 
information as quickly and reliably as is possible, with current collaborative structures being useful  
starting points. For more formal communications, creating an effective structure where strategically 
relevant information is located and easily accessible may be effective. Creating this ‘Strategic 
Information Hub’ would support organisations facing information overload, protect against 
duplication and facilitate collaboration.

Findings 6.2. External Communications: Public Narratives and Public Opinion 
Externally, public narratives and public opinion are identified as vital strategic priorities if desiring to 
affect long-term, structural change that is sustainable and resilient. It is not deemed sufficient to ‘preach 
to the converted’, with wide engagement of the ‘large middle ground’, who are not overly invested in 
issues of asylum and refugee politics one way or the other, deemed important. Participants stressed the 
need to be proactive and agenda-setting, avoiding overly reactive approaches, ensuring lived experience 
voices are central, building quality social connections between persons of asylum seeking and refugee 
backgrounds and local communities, and maintaining and enhancing the Scottish Government’s role of 
setting a positive tone of ‘welcome’ through policy and messaging. 

Recommendations 6.2 
- The sector must place greater emphasis on influencing public narratives and opinion to create 

and maintain greater levels of public support for a more hospitable policy agenda. This means 
engagement across society, with detailed research underpinning messaging, campaigns and 
community engagement initiatives. Additionally, the sector must continue to work collaboratively 
with the Scottish Government and opposition parties at Holyrood to maintain and expand policy  
and public messaging that avoids hostility and prizes welcome and access to rights.

THEME 7
Capacity: Staff Focus, Staff Wellbeing

Findings 7
A lack of sufficient capacity in the sector is identified a major challenge. The goodwill and selflessness 
of staff across organisations across the sector is highly impressive and is pinpointed by participants as 
playing a key role in previous successes. Yet, this is deemed unsustainable. The intended hostile policy 
direction creates constant emergency situations that need immediate attention and trigger reactive 
modes of working, including severe (unremunerated) overworking and subsequent burnout. Draining 
precious time and energy, these negative outcomes for staff capacity and wellbeing reduce the potential 
for effective collaboration. Increasing proactive, strategic, long-term focused work to support greater 
levels of fire prevention is identified by participants as the sustainable way to improve staff capacity and 
wellbeing. 

Recommendations 7
- With the relentlessness of the Hostile Environment creating repeated emergencies which consume 

finite time and energy, fire prevention must be prioritised. This means being more proactive and 
strategically focused to achieve structural changes. Funding bodies must work with the sector 
to provide more resources that are ringfenced for strategic work focused on long-term, systemic 
change, to create resilience and prevent this work being side-lined by repeated emergency situations. 

THEME 8
Lived Experience: Enhancing Co-Production and Leadership

The need to engage lived experience more effectively is identified as a key challenge, and with the value 
attributed to lived experience contributions, a key opportunity.

Findings 8.1. External Stakeholders: Co-Production from the Off
For external stakeholders (policymakers, service providers and external researcher’s, although this  
also applies to research conducted by third sector organisations within the sector, too), the central 
message is that it is fundamental to ensure that communities with lived experience are engaged more 
frequently at the outset of projects, in visionary and design stages, and not solely in confirmatory or 
evaluation roles. 

Recommendations 8.1
- Policymakers, service providers and researchers must endeavour to engage lived experience from  

the earliest design stages, cementing co-creation into policy, practice and research.

Findings 8.2. Within the Sector: Leadership and Strategy
For the third sector, increasing the direct involvement of lived experience within organisations, especially 
in leadership and strategically focused roles is identified as an area to improve upon. The punitive nature 
of the Hostile Environment, however, is perceived to make the inclusion of persons seeking asylum 
that are yet to be granted refugee status especially difficult, whilst the prevalence of (policy-induced) 
destitution is identified as a further barrier to effective inclusion of lived experience.

Recommendations 8.2
- Organisations and collaborative ventures within the sector must increase opportunities for persons 

with lived experience, especially with regards to obtaining strategic leadership roles. 
- To create long-term, sustainable pathways for lived experience leadership, the sector must continue 

to push for structural change, principally, changes to Home Office policy and procedure that is 
most damaging at a systemic level to persons with lived experience (for example, shortening 
asylum decision timelines, lifting on the ban on work, provision of adequate housing and ending 
homelessness and destitution, among others). 

THEME 9
The COVID-19 Pandemic: Politics, Patterns and Procedures

New streams of strategic thinking have been sparked by the changes in policy, patterns and procedures, 
thrust upon the sector by the pandemic, which have in turn brought their own challenges and 
opportunities.

Findings 9.1. Politics: Policy and Precedent 
The precedent set by rapid, transformative policy shifts at Westminster and Holyrood is identified as a 
core strategic opportunity to lobby for structural change.

Recommendations 9.1
- The sector must endeavour to capitalise on structure-altering policy changes that resulted from the 

pandemic response, utilising them to inform key elements of political lobbying.
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Findings 9.2. Patterns: Online Working and Service Provision
The practicalities of online working for collaboration, communications and some service provision, 
namely reduction in travel time and costs, saved staff and service users time and money and supported 
organisational capacity. Yet, there are concerns that remote working can have deleterious effects on the 
personal relationships that are integral to effective collaboration, remove key features that accompany 
the core of a service (e.g. quality human contact, a safe space to spend time, access to free wifi etc.)  
and exacerbate exclusion through digital poverty.

Recommendations 9.2
- To aid collaboration, the sector should continue to take advantage of the valuable capacity benefits 

from online collaborative working, but protect against relationship degradation by adopting a 
hybrid system where face-to-face meetings are incorporated at strategic intervals. Likewise, online 
service provision should be supported where possible and if desired by users of the service, whilst 
appreciating the value of face-to-face provision for more holistic support. To support digital poverty, 
the New Scots strategy should be expanded to include a right to digital access (through hardware, 
internet connection and data). 

Findings 9.3. Procedures: Emergency Response and Funding
The operational restrictions caused by lockdown showcased the vital role played by smaller grassroots 
community organisations who were able to operate more flexibly, whilst speed, flexibility and 
streamlining of funding applications in the context of lockdown supported some smaller organisations 
whose capacity is especially limiting by ‘normal’ funding processes to access funding and build 
connections with funding partners in government.

Recommendations 9.3
- Funding bodies must endeavour to make funding application processes as streamlined as possible, 

work in partnership with representatives across the third sector to support smaller organisations to 
access funding and increase opportunities for collaborative funding bids. 

THEME 10
Funding Models: Anti-Strategic Structures

Findings 10
Prevailing funding models which rely heavily on short term and restricted funding is a major challenge 
for organisations. These structural pressures: foster a ‘survival mode’ operating culture, which prevents 
strategic, longer-term modes of thinking and action; instils competitive dynamics that hinder (vital) 
collaboration; is time intensive, eating into precious capacity, which is particular disadvantageous to 
smaller organisations; and incentivises organisations to (unhelpfully) repeatedly re-invent themselves 
to appeal to funding trends, whilst disincentivising organisations to continue less headline grabbing, 
but essential work that holds strategic value, for instance, building sustainable, trusting relationships 
with other organisations in the sector and with communities of people seeking asylum and of refugee 
backgrounds. 

Recommendations 10
- Increasing the quantity of both longer-term funding and unrestricted and flexible funding must be 

recognised as a core strategic priority within the sector. Funding bodies must adjust elements of 
their funding models accordingly, re-double efforts to make application processes more streamlined 
and collaboration-friendly to support organisational capacity and ensure smaller, vitally important 
organisations are not disadvantaged, in particular. 

Conclusion

This study has focused on the perceived structural, strategic challenges facing, and potential 
opportunities awaiting, third sector asylum and refugee organisations in Scotland in the hope of aiding 
efforts to create a more hospitable environment in Scotland (and beyond).

The central takeaway from the study is that the most important strategic move the sector can make is 
to prioritise and enhance strategic thinking and strategic approaches in and of themselves. This rests on 
a proactive, constructive approach, with greater focus on long-term, systemic changes. However, to be 
effective, this will require creativity, pooling of resources and teamwork: in short, wider, deeper and more 
effective collaboration. 

This is no easy feat in the context of the major capacity, communications and funding challenges 
identified above. However, the more hospitable Scottish political context, the potential to re-position 
asylum and refugee issues inside devolved competencies and wider societal issues, and the political flux 
which has sprung from the COVID-19 pandemic, offer a series of major advantages and opportunities for 
the sector to capitalise on. 

The human necessity of refuge, and the complex challenges which asylum-seekers and refugees face, 
are not likely to disappear any time soon. The tragic events unfolding in Afghanistan occur in a context 
where the global tally of forcibly displaced people had already risen to at least 82.4 million.1 Thus, the 
role that Scotland (and the wider UK) plays in supporting global refugee populations must increase to 
account for these trends. With Scotland’s current demographic pressures,2 the diverse skills refugee 
populations possess3 are a major opportunity.

However, the ‘Borders Bill’ demonstrates a deepening of the Hostile Environment which will exacerbate 
the hardship of communities of refugees and people seeking asylum in Scotland and beyond. Thus, 
structural, deep-seated change is required to make positive, sustainable improvements. It is hoped 
that the information detailed in this study can support the sector, as the driver of rights-based, 
compassionate asylum and refugee policy, to make these required changes a reality.

1 UNHCR, ‘Figures at a glance’, available: https://www.unhcr.org/uk/figures-at-a-glance.html (accessed: 02.09.21).
² The Scottish Government (2020) ‘Migration: Helping Scotland Prosper’, available:  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/migration-helping-scotland-prosper/pages/6/ (accessed. 04.09.21).
3 Betts, A. (2021) The Wealth of Refugees: How Displaced People Can Build Economies (Oxford: Oxford University Press);  

Karyotis et al. (2018) ‘Building a New Life in Britain: The Skills, Experiences and Aspirations of Young Syrian Refugees’, available:  
https://policyscotland.gla.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/building_futures_policy_report_1_july_2018-1.pdf  
(accessed 02.09.21). 
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About the study
This study was carried out as part of the project originally entitled ‘Building bridges, not walls? The role 
of NGOs in contesting the security-migration nexus’, funded by the Carnegie Trust. The report and other 
related outputs have been supported by funding from the ESRC IAA. The primary research has been 
completed by Dr Ian Paterson, of the department of Politics and International Relations at the University 
of Glasgow. The final stages of the research, including production of key outputs and events, was 
support by University of Glasgow postgraduate researcher, Molly Gilmour. 

The ways in which the Hostile Environment policy generates largescale suffering and hardship for 
communities of refugees and people seeking asylum in Scotland and throughout the UK is well 
documented.4 The launch of the ‘Nationality and Borders Bill’5 in 2021 as the centrepiece of the UK 
Government’s ‘New Plan for Immigration’, lays out a concerning, yet not unsurprising, direction of travel 
for asylum and refugee governance that looks set to reinforce and exacerbate these issues. As a result, 
structural, deep-seated change is required to make positive, sustainable improvements for refugees 
and people seeking asylum in Scotland. To achieve this, the third sector, and their key partners across all 
levels of government in Scotland, must build on their impressive array of work to date. Thus, the simple 
question that underpinned this piece of exploratory research was: how can even more be done?

The research focused on the perceived strategic, structural challenges facing, and potential 
opportunities awaiting, the third sector in Scotland in addressing the Hostile Environment policy 
and its consequences. The study had two principal aims. First, to collate views from across the third 
sector in Scotland, incorporating large, medium and small organisations in order to capture a breadth 
of experiences across the sector to ensure that a range of different perspectives informed the study. 
Second, to provide greater clarity regarding perspectives on the strategic challenges and opportunities 
facing the third sector, to support greater collective understanding across the asylum and refugee 
sector more broadly, identify potential pathways forward, and assist efforts to create a more hospitable 
environment in Scotland (and beyond), where outcomes are improved for communities of refugees and 
people seeking asylum.

Contextualising the Study

Asylum and Refugee Politics in UK and Scotland 
Draconian asylum and refugee policy is far from a new in UK politics, yet the Hostile Environment 
signalled an accelerated phase which has seen an escalation in oppressive policy and practice.6  
In Scotland, however, despite immigration remaining a reserved power of Westminster, attempts have 
been made to create alternative, more hospitable refugee, asylum and migration politics more broadly.7 
The Scottish Government have espoused a consistently welcoming and supportive narrative on issues 
of asylum, refuge and migration, and, in partnership with the third sector, have introduced a series 
of policies which cut against the Hostile Environment; the New Scots, Refugee Integration Strategy 
perhaps being the most striking example. However, the role of supporting asylum-seeking and refugee 
communities has fallen disproportionately on the inadequately funded and resource-strained third 
sector. The breadth and depth of work conducted across the sector to create a kinder, fairer and more 
just politics to support communities seeking asylum and of refugee backgrounds in Scotland is truly 
remarkable. Yet, with an increasingly Hostile Environment being constructed from Home Office policy, 
the challenges of creating an alternative, welcoming asylum and refugee system are growing.

4 For example, Yeo, C. (2020) Welcome to Britain: Fixing Our Broken Immigration System (London: Bite back Publishing); Ruth 
McKenna (2019) ‘From Pillar to Post Destitution among people refused asylum in Scotland’, Destitute Asylum Seeker Service, 
available: https://www.rst.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/From-Pillar-to-Post-Feb-2019.pdf (accessed 12.09.21).

5 UK Government (2021), ‘Nationality and Borders Bill: factsheet’, available: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-
nationality-and-borders-bill-factsheet/nationality-and-borders-bill-factsheet (accessed 06.09.21).

6 Goodfellow, M (2019) Hostile Environment: How Immigrants Became Scapegoats (London: Verso).
7 Following a 1997 referendum on devolution, the Scotland Act 1998 established the Scottish Parliament at Holyrood in Edinburgh, 

transferring powers over several core policy areas (such as education, health, social services, housing and law and order) that were 
previously held by the UK Government at Westminster. Other policy areas, such as immigration (including asylum and refugee 
policy), defence and foreign policy, remained reserved at Westminster. Yet, despite immigration policy – the power to control who 
comes in – being reserved, many levers of immigrant policy – what happens once people arrive – were devolved to Holyrood.  
See Mulvey, G. (2019) ‘Social Citizenship, Social Policy and Refugee Integration: A Case of Policy Divergence in Scotland?’,  
Journal of Social Policy, 47(1); pp. 161-178.
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Scotland possesses a growing asylum and refugee sector. Since 2015, the number of asylum and 
refugee-orientated organisations has increased significantly,8 in no small part in response to the 
UK Government’s Syrian Vulnerable Person Resettlement Programme. Indeed, the SRC’s New Scots 
Connect project, which supports organisational service mapping and networking, includes over 120 
organisations.9 The main thrust of third sector activity is concentrated in Glasgow, Scotland’s only 
asylum dispersal location.10 Glasgow is the local authority with the greatest dispersal number of person’s 
seeking asylum in the UK.11 With an increasingly hostile policy direction, and Glasgow boasting the 
highest number of asylum-seekers across all UK dispersal areas, the Scottish asylum and refugee sector 
is responding to increasing pressures with insufficient resources.

COVID-19 and Pandemic Politics: Transformation, Danger and Opportunity
The COVID-19 pandemic has had a transformative, far-reaching effect on politics and society, on ‘how 
things are done’. This has subsequently created space to (re)discuss what is possible and reimagine 
refugee response and the systems that govern it. With the prevailing hostile policy direction and the 
endemic hardship and forced poverty that is built into the asylum and refugee system in the UK,12 the 
asylum and refugee sector in Scotland has an incentive and opportunity to avoid a ‘return to ‘normal’. 
Pandemic politics emphatically demonstrated that even large, bureaucratic organisations (such as the 
Home Office and Scottish Government) can make quick, previously ‘impossible’ changes (supporting 
those with NRPF being the most striking example).13 Thus, the period of flux enforced by the brutality 
of the COVID-19 pandemic offers an opportune moment to take stock and consider the long-term, 
systemic barriers and strategic opportunities facing the asylum and refugee sector in Scotland. Fixed 
notions of what is ‘(not)normal’, what is ‘(im)possible’ and what is ‘(un)acceptable’ have been exposed as 
being open to change, new opportunities are arising, and new dangers emerging. Thus, the pandemic, 
whilst devastating in its impact, provides an impetus and opportunity to strike at real, sustainable change.

Rapid response research into the impacts of ‘lockdown’ and the Scottish Government’s pandemic 
response to communities of refugees and people seeking asylum in Scotland, including how the third 
sector responded on an operational level, has already begun.14 One of the most relevant conclusions to 
emerge from this work was that the third sector enacted heroic levels of support in the most challenging 
of circumstances. Yet the paucity of statutory support, hollowed out by a combination of austerity-era  
cuts and a deliberately hostile immigration policy, means that unless state provision improves, the 
third sector will not be able to sustain this level of essential support.15 With a radical improvement in 
statutory provision required to ensure that refugee rights are protected, there is a clear incentive for the 
third sector, alongside key partners, to focus on longer-term, strategic action which develops effective, 
sustainable, structural change. 

8 Scottish Government, ‘New Scots Refugee Integration Strategy, 2018-22’, p.12, available:  
https://www.gov.scot/publications/new-scots-refugee-integration-strategy-2018-2022/, (accessed 06/09.20).

9 Scottish Refugee Council, SRC Annual impact Report 2019/20. available: https://www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2020/10/SRC-Report-19-20-FINAL.pdf (accessed 01.09.21).

10 Whilst asylum dispersal is restricted to Glasgow, commitments were made from every local authority in Scotland to resettle 
refugees through the UK Government’s Syrian Vulnerable Person Resettlement Programme.

11 Sturge, G. (2021) ‘Asylum Statistics’, House of Commons Briefing Paper SN01403 (1 July), available:  
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN01403/SN01403.pdf (accessed: 06.09.21).

12 The Scottish Parliament Equalities and Human Rights Committee (2017) ‘Hidden Lives - New Beginnings: Destitution, asylum and 
insecure immigration status in Scotland, 3rd Report, Session 5’, available:  
https://archive2021.parliament.scot/S5_Equal_Opps/Reports/EHRiC_3rd_Report_2017.pdf (accessed 06.09.21).

13 The Scottish Government provided indirect support, with over £500,000 given to third sector organisations for destitution 
prevention among NRPF communities, and direct support, with the Discretionary Self-Isolation Support Grant viable for  
persons with NRPF. See, The Scottish Government (2020), ‘Finding to Prevent Destitution During Covid-19’, available:  
https://www.gov.scot/news/funding-to-prevent-destitution-during-covid-19/ (accessed 03.09.21) Migration Scotland (2020), 
‘Migrants' Rights and Entitlements - COVID-19 Guidance’, available:  
http://www.migrationscotland.org.uk/migrants-rights-and-entitlements-0 (accessed 03.09.21).

14 See, Scottish Refugee Council, ‘The impact of COVID-19 on refugees and refugee-assisting organisations in Scotland’, available: 
https://www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Covid-impact-survey.pdf (accessed 12.09.21); 
Armstrong, S. et al. (2020). Left out and locked down: impacts of COVID-19 for marginalised groups in Scotland. available:  
https://scotlandinlockdown.files.wordpress.com/2020/12/scotlock_project_report_full_dec2020-2.pdf (accessed 08.09.2021).

15 Armstrong, S. et al. (2020), Left out and locked down, p. 79.

Notes on Terminology

Asylum Seeker. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees defines an ‘Asylum Seeker’ as:

An individual who is seeking international protection. In countries with individualized procedures, an 
asylum-seeker is someone whose claim has not yet been finally decided on by the country in which 
the claim is submitted. Not every asylum-seeker will ultimately be recognized as a refugee, but every 
refugee was initially an asylum-seeker.16

Refugee. Refugees are defined and protected under international law. The United Nations 1951 Refugee 
Convention sets out the legal conditions, defining a refugee as:

someone who is unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a well-founded fear 
of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, 
or political opinion.17

Third Sector. The ‘third sector’, as the focus of this study, is understood broadly, incorporating non-
governmental organisations, registered charities and voluntary associations and community groups.
 
Asylum and Refugee Sector. The report uses the phrase ‘asylum and refugee sector’ to refer to the broad 
collection of organisations and stakeholders whose primary focus or a major strand of focus is asylum 
and refuge. However, the study acknowledges this is a simplification and not always the most helpful 
understanding, with the boundaries of ‘sectors’ being rather blurry and with organisations often working 
on various issues which could be considered the domain of one particular ‘sector’ or another. Thus, 
who exactly falls into the asylum and refugee sector is not always clear cut. Equally, greater strategic 
cooperation with organisations who are not typically understood as belonging to the core of the asylum 
and refugee sector is identified in this report as a desired and effective enterprise. Therefore, whilst the 
‘asylum and refugee sector’ is used in this report it for simplicity, it is important to make clear that the 
challenges and opportunities presented by asylum and refuge cut across many sectors.

Structure of the Report

The remainder of the report follows a number of sequential steps. Chapter 2 introduces the research 
design and methods, detailing the nuts and bolts of the research process. Next, in Chapter 3, the main 
findings are outlined, alongside corresponding recommendations. These are organised in 10 thematic 
sections, and where appropriate, divided into sub-themes. Last, the conclusion re-caps on the main 
takeaways from the study and reflects on the major implications which follow.

16 UNHCR (2005), UNHCR Global Report 2005, ‘Glossary’, p. 441, available: https://www.unhcr.org/449267670.pdf  
(accessed 23/08/2021).

17 UN General Assembly (1951), Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, 28 July 1951, United Nations, Treaty Series,  
vol. 189, p. 137, available: https://www.unhcr.org/uk/3b66c2aa10 (accessed 06.09.20).
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Research Questions
To reiterate, the starting point for this research was the twin-processes of a) an increasingly hostile 
asylum and refugee policy from the Home Office and b) attempts in Scotland, spearheaded by the 
third sector, and in partnership with all levels of government, to contest this policy direction. Thus, the 
simple question of ‘how can more be done?’ prompted two guiding research questions which focus on 
effectively contesting the Hostile Environment policy, at a structural, strategic-level: 

1) What are the main challenges faced by organisations and the sector as a whole? 
2) What, if any, are the main opportunities available to organisations and the sector as a whole?

Researching During the Pandemic
Accounting for COVID-19 policy, all interviews were conducted remotely using Zoom or Microsoft Teams. 
Interviews, on average, lasted between 45-60 minutes. All were conducted by the PI (Ian Paterson).

Interviews and Composition 
The organisations who supplied participants to provide evidence for the study are listed below. 

1. Amnesty UK
2. Asylum Reform Initiative
3. British Red Cross
4. CommunityInfo Source
5. Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA)
6. Glasgow Asylum Destitution Action Network (GLADAN)
7. Glasgow City Council 
8. Glasgow Night Shelter (now Safe in Scotland)
9. Govan Community Project 
10. JustRight Scotland
11. Maryhill Integration Network
12. Migrant Help
13. Positive Action in Housing
14. Refugees for Justice
15. Refugee Survival Trust
16. Refuweegee
17. Scottish Detainee Visitors
18. Scottish Faiths Action for Refugees
19. Scottish Refugee Council
20. VOICES Network
21. Unity Centre

One organisation who supplied a participant wished to remain anonymous. Some organisations with 
whom the study attempted to include did not respond or chose not to participate. Participation and 
submission of evidence in no way indicates endorsement of the report and its content.
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The interviews were conducted between November 2020 and May 2021. Most interviews (20/27) 
were conducted between November 2020 and January 2021, with the remaining eight completed at 
later dates, concluding in May 2021. Partially this was a consequence of COVID-19 pressures creating 
delays, whilst interviews were also secured through the ‘snowballing’ technique, requiring flexibility in 
scheduling interviews later than initially planned. Twenty-three interviewees represented twenty distinct 
third sector organisations, whilst one participant was unaffiliated. Three additional interviews were 
conducted with senior local government and council staff to contextualise the information gathered 
from third sector organisations, as well as to provide external insight into collaboration with key 
partners. Participation and submission of evidence in no way indicates endorsement of the report  
or any of its content.

As the focus of the research was to identify longer-term, strategic challenges and opportunities 
for the sector as a whole, due to limited budget and research capacity, recruitment targeted senior 
figures within organisations who possess in-depth knowledge of the sector, gained through years of 
experience. The PI sought guidance from key stakeholders across the sector to request, where possible, 
that organisations select who they believe are the most appropriate participants to discuss the subject 
matter. This research also adopted a ‘snowballing’ technique, whereby participants were asked to 
identify other key organisations and stakeholders in the sector. With the asylum and refugee sector 
in Scotland incorporating of a wide range of third sector organisations who differ in size, focus and 
approach, the research sought to include as wide a range of third sector organisations as was feasible,  
in a way that captured, as best as possible, views from across the sector. 

Coding and Analysis 
Thematic analysis was conducted inductively – that is, openly, allowing the content of the data to drive 
themes and ‘codes’, rather than pre-conceived ideas or theory. This was most appropriate for a study 
with exploratory intentions, where perceptions of a wide collection of participants were sought. No 
specialised software was utilised. Transcription of interview data was conducted by 1st Class Transcription 
Services, as an approved partner of University of Glasgow. Transcription included some light editing to 
remove unnecessary words, to correct grammar and issues with sentence structure. Elsewise, transcripts 
and quotations utilised in this report are true the content provided by participants. Interviews were 
assigned a two letter code at random.

Ethics
The research was ethically reviewed and subsequently approved by the University of Glasgow’s College 
of Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee. Findings, in the form of this report, are to be distributed 
to all participants and participating organisations. Any future dissemination of the research findings and/
or additional outputs will likewise be shared with participants. 

Limitations
Research in general, and preliminary research with an exploratory goal especially, always carry a series 
of limitations. Yet, this is perhaps particularly pronounced when conducting research whilst combatting 
the twin whirlwinds of a rapid, ever-changing asylum and immigration policy and practice, and a global 
pandemic. That said, the main limitations are fourfold.

First, with the acute stage of pandemic drawing to a close, the full repercussions remain unclear due 
to the uncertainty over what the social forms of ‘long-COVID’ may be; for instance, the permanence 
of policy/procedural alterations, macroeconomic performance, government funding decisions etc. 
Therefore, these findings are inherently preliminary and will continue to be reviewed as the social effects 
of the responses to COVID-19 become clearer. 

Second, whilst several interviewees came from asylum and refugee backgrounds, the study was not able 
to interview people with ‘lived experience’ of the asylum process as much as it would have liked, while 
acknowledging that no two experiences and perspectives of the asylum would be the same. However, 
increasing meaningful participation of people seeking asylum or with refugee status in senior, strategic 
roles within the sector has been identified as a core priority going forward.18

Third, whilst the research endeavoured to be as representative as possible, not all organisations 
participated, meaning that presenting ‘the sector’s view’ is challenging. Notwithstanding the lack of 
universal participation, in part due to the exploratory nature of this research, this work offers valuable 
insights into the sector’s perspective and priorities. It is hoped that considerably more research, and 
action, will stem from the preliminary thematic findings identified in this study.

Fourth, there are several new, collaborative ventures which have launched concurrently, or in close 
proximity, to this research taking place. The potential and impact of these ventures are yet to be known, 
however they seem to align neatly with several core challenges and opportunities identified in this study 
by participants. It is hoped that the information gathered for this report can buttress these efforts going 
forward.

18 Migration Exchange (2020) ‘Taking Stock and Facing the Future: The infrastructure and resources of the UK migration and refugee 
sector’, available: https://global-dialogue.org/taking-stock-and-facing-the-future/ (accessed 04.01.21).
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This chapter details the central findings and recommendations.

To begin, unsurprisingly, the nature of the Hostile Environment policy direction itself, is deemed 
by participants as the central obstacle to successful contestation of hostile policies and 
procedures, and to the development of more hospitable asylum and refugee politics in Scotland 
(and across the wider UK). Several specific features of the environment were reported as making 
substantial, structural changes in policy direction extremely difficult. The first obstacle relates 
to the extent to which a norm of hostility has been established over a prolonged period, with 
restrictive asylum and refugee policy enacted prior to the official establishment of the Hostile 
Environment policy under Theresa May. The second important feature is the direction of travel, 
with an apparent intensification of the ‘hostile’ policy (the 2021 ‘Borders Bill’ being cited as a 
striking example). Thus, there is a feeling that at the UK-level things are getting worse, rather than 
better, with a further undermining of international refugee law, even greater barriers to provision 
of refuge and welcome, and making integration efforts even more difficult. The third feature 
rests on the current parliamentary arithmetic and composition at Westminster. The current 
Conservative majority government is pursuing a populist agenda on immigration, with liberal 
voices in the Government being exceedingly limited, making altering the direction of travel during 
this parliament highly unlikely. These three deep-seated challenges provide a necessary starting 
point for this discussion. The current moment, as the social-effects of COVID-19 measures  
‘are remembered’, offers an opportune time for strategic thinking, planning, and practice, to lay 
the groundwork for lasting, structural change. 

This report will now discuss the main issues identified by participants relating to both the challenges 
and opportunities, and often the intimate relationship between the two, of effectively contesting 
the current Hostile Environment. Ten themes emerged as particularly pertinent. Each theme will be 
addressed in turn, and where appropriate, divided into sub-themes. Each thematic/sub-thematic 
section is capped with a series of recommendations. 

Chapter 3. 
Main Findings and  
Recommendations

22 23Chapter 3: Main Findings and Recommendations



THEME 1
From Short-Term to Strategy: Enhancing Strategic Approaches

The first, foundational theme which emerged was a sense amongst participants that the third sector 
modus operandi is problematically ‘reactionary’ in response to the intensifying nature of the Hostile 
Environment:

One of the important issues for civil society and for the movement has been that necessarily, 
understandably in a way, we’ve been locked in a bit of a cycle of reactions. So our mode of operation 
has tended to be reactive, responding to the latest move from government and that’s almost 
become, kind of, ingrained. (Interview MM)

Thus, to move beyond the current practice of reactive firefighting and the trend of achievements which 
are short-term and limited in scope, participants advocated for greater emphasis within the sector on 
strategic, long-term thinking and approaches. 

I think there is a short-termism… actually we need to move maybe more bigger picture, to broader 
campaigning and narratives and so on as opposed to, you know, trying to get the wording of a 
document changed for the Home Office… we fall into that trap, so I think there is some short-
termism. (Interview BB)

A related reported problem expressed by several respondents was that the reactive, short-termism 
and limited strategic planning was not predominantly caused by a lack of willing by third sector 
organisations and employees, but rather by structural barriers, in the form of a relentless hostile policy 
direction and intense resource limitations, which make any long-term strategic planning difficult. 

The strategic thinking is something that’s lacking. I think the lack of strategic thinking and being 
reactive is a symptom, it’s not a point to blame anyone on…it’s not because we don’t know how to 
do it, it’s because there’s no time, capacity, resources, energy for it. And maybe if I want to be fair, 
there is a lack of understanding about the importance of strategic thinking and proactive action and 
campaigning and activism that pushes this to the bottom of the priority list. (Interview OO) 

People come through the door who’ve been refused asylum, they’ve got no support and you’re 
frantically trying to hurry around to try and get them support and you want to speak out and 
challenge that...[But] setting goals I think is paramount to moving on and trying to effect change.  
And those goals need to be beyond the short-term. (Interview BB)  

Despite evident frustration with how reactive the sector has been, there was a sense among some 
interviewees that the desire and will for proactive and longer-term focused strategic planning is 
growing. These views surfaced in relation to experiences of daily operations across the sector, alongside 
experiences of certain recent ventures, for instance the continuation of the Stop Lock Change Evictions 
(SLCE) coalition in the form of the ROOF coalition, and organisational involvement in UK-wide initiatives, 
such as Justice Together and the Asylum Reform Initiative, among others, which aim at transcending 
atomistic, reactive, short-term focused modes of operating. Therefore, the clear expression of interest 
by participants for a reform into the default (reactionary) operational mode to respond to the Hostile 
Environment, shows signs of beginning to be met by demonstratable efforts organised across the 
sector.

Recommendations:
- The central strategic move the sector can make is to prioritise and enhance strategic thinking and 

approaches in and of themselves. This means being more proactive, with greater focus on long-term, 
systemic changes. 

- The sector, as a broad collective, must identify and establish strategic priorities that are long-term 
and structurally focused. This may be best achieved through existing collaborative structures or 
through the creation of a new ‘Strategic Consortium’. The strategic priorities identified would provide 
a guiding framework for organisational action, collaborative action and funding applications. These 
co-identified priorities will provide clear instruction for research (both within the sector itself, as well 
as co-produced research with external partners). This will ensure research is targeted in a direction 
that is most valuable to the sector and help facilitate greater partnerships with external researchers 
across many different disciplines (sociology, criminology, political science, economics, law, business 
and management etc). Justice Together – with a focus on legal processes, access to justice and fair 
representation – offers a useful template to draw upon regarding this type of strategic prioritisation.

- To meet this foundational need of the sector, funding bodies must increase the number of funding 
options available which are ring-fenced to support strategic planning and the development of 
strategy-orientated, collaborative structures within the sector.

THEME 2
Framing the Sector’s Approach: From Contesting to Construction

The title of this research project referred to ‘contesting’ the Hostile Environment. This wording was itself 
inspired by a recent major success in the sector, namely, the SLCE coalition, whose evaluation report into 
the anti-eviction campaign labelled the coalition’s action as ‘a site of resistance’.19 However, whilst the 
language used to frame the sectors approach was understood as highly significant, a number of issues 
relating to the language used to frame the sectors approach in opposing the Hostile Environment were 
identified by participants. 

Overall, most respondents did not consider what they or their organisations do, or seek to embody, 
as being captured effectively by reactionary notions of ‘contestation’ or ‘resistance’. A common view 
among interviewees was that ‘resistance’ is essential in practical terms to prevent immediate negative 
impacts, and symbolically, as it provides a clear signal of solidarity to directly affected communities 
that something is unacceptable and must be addressed. The recent Kenmuir Street action is a pertinent 
example of organisations within the sector, in partnership with local residents and other stakeholders, 
necessarily reacting and resisting to prevent a deportation and offer a clear message of solidarity.20  
Yet, despite this view of contestation and resistance having an important place in the sector’s work, there 
was broad discomfort with both contestation and resistance as a label to encompass both the sector 
and organisational work. This dissatisfaction was principally based on four inter-connected factors.

First, many respondents felt that resistance automatically conjured (often unhelpful) notions of ‘the angry  
activist’ (Interview EE). There was a clear acknowledgement from interviewees that the act of protest is 
not inherently ‘angry’ or ‘unhelpful’ – and, as Kenmuir Street and countless examples show, is essential 
– yet many interviewees thought that, as a label, ‘resistance’ may trigger this response in the mind of 
many. Second, continuous resistance was felt to be psychologically difficult to maintain as interviewees 

19 The SLCE coalition, emerged in response to Serco – the then Home Office contractor for asylum accommodation in the UK – 
attempting to implement lock change evictions that were set to effect 300 individuals. Mears, the current Home Office contractor 
have committed to avoid lock change evictions in Scotland, in response to the coalitions efforts. The SLCE has now transitioned 
its focus beyond the issue of evictions, and is now concentrating on accommodation more broadly, having relaunched as the 
ROOF coalition in 2021. For a detailed account of the coalition’s action and successes, see: ‘A Site of Resistance: evaluating 
the Stop Lock Change Evictions coalition’ (2020), available: https://www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/a-site-of-resistance-
evaluating-the-stop-lock-change-evictions-coalition/ (accessed: 03.09.21).

20 Brooks, L. 2021, A special day’: how a Glasgow community halted immigration raid, The Guardian. Accessed 24/08/2021.  
available: https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2021/may/14/a-special-day-how-glasgow-community-halted-immigration-raid
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raised concerns over chronic frustration and exhaustion. Third, it was felt that framing the basis of 
organisational and sectoral work as ‘resistance’ fails to incorporate the much-needed action towards 
developing strategic planning, principally, deconstructing the Hostile Environment which inherently 
causes reactive resistance. Fourth, there was a concern that this ‘resistance’/‘contestation’ framing could 
engender too much acceptance of the permanence of the Hostile Environment structuring asylum and 
refugee politics, with insufficient focus on systemic reform.

I think it's important, psychologically, that charities don't get stuck. If you get stuck, just thinking 
that resisting is the end point, you've bought into the government's paradigm. Does that make 
sense? And they've won. If that's all your ambition extends to. (Interview HH)

Instead, participants held a strong preference for a proactive and constructive framing of the basis of 
organisational and sectoral work, where an emphasis is placed on positive processes of creating, building 
and proposing alternatives. 

I feel like each resistance is resisting a sort of further drop… but I feel like that’s maybe just being 
really negative. Because I know there have been some positive changes. But I think, with charities 
in general though, there's not enough forward thinking, in terms of sort of how to permanently 
challenge these things. (Interview CC)

It is important to challenge it [the Hostile Environment]], but it’s equally important to provide an 
alternative, propose an alternative. (Interview OO)

A helpful parallel in this thinking can be demonstrated by the recent Everyone Home Collective.21 Whilst 
the Hostile Environment policy creates destitution by design, Everyone Home does not aim to contest 
destitution, but proactively aims to design-out destitution.22 Designing hostility out of the refugee 
and asylum system, or perhaps even more proactively, designing hospitality in, offers a constructive 
framework to build upon. When considering the concerns raised by interviewees about the sector being 
viewed as reactive and confrontational, a positive, proactive framing where a collaborative construction 
of reforms is held as a foundation, may be a helpful alternative approach. 

Recommendations:
- Where necessary, the sector must continue to resist the immediate harms inflicted by the Hostile 

Environment. However, the sector, and organisations within it, should endeavour, where possible, 
to frame their work in positive, constructive terms. This will support desired shifts away from 
reactionary modes of operation, help prioritise constructive, proactive efforts aimed at creation 
(of a hospitable environment), and support efforts to create a common framework to facilitate 
collaboration across the sector.

21 “Everyone Home is a unique collective of 35 organisations concerned about the impact of the pandemic on homelessness.  
It is a third and academic sector collective that has collaborated closely with national and local government to implement shared 
priorities”, see Everyone Home Collective, ‘Everyone Home Collective: One Year On’, available: https://everyonehome.scot/pdf/
everyone-home-one-year-on.pdf (accessed 12.09.21).

22 See Everyone Home Collective (2020), ‘Route-Map 2 Scotland’s Ambition to End Destitution and Protect Human Rights’ 
available: https://www.scottishhousingnews.com/uploads/EH%20Route%20Map%202%20-%20End%20Destitution%20and%20
Protect%20Human%20Rights%20CONSULTATION%20v1.pdf (accessed: 02.09.21).

THEME 3
The Scottish Context: Politics, Policy and Place

The consequences of operating in a devolved political setting, where there is divergence in tone and 
policy direction between the Home Office and Holyrood, where differing media dynamics are at play, 
and where the third sector are actively engaged and listened to, emerged as a central theme, with many 
opportunities identified as a result.

3.1 The Party Political and Legislative Environment

Beginning with the party political and legislative environment, the broad trajectory of Scottish 
Government action is praised for setting a different, more welcoming and inclusive tone to that of 
the Hostile Environment, evidenced by the more inclusive, rights-based approaches to healthcare, 
ESOL provision and voting rights, as well as public messaging, where immigration, asylum and refuge 
are spoken about in positive terms.23 This positive tone was appreciated by participants for boosting 
morale and creating a supportive environment for third sector organisations to operate in (as opposed 
to the situation at present in parts of England where there are regular attacks on those supporting 
communities of persons of asylum seeking and refugee backgrounds, whether as lawyers or in  
life-boats). 

I think obviously, the Scottish context is hugely different [to] England around these issues, it is a real 
marked difference. And a lot of that comes from leadership, the political leadership. Consistently 
over a good number of years, ten, twenty years, the political leadership has very vocally been positive 
and pro around migration and people coming to Scotland… that really sets a tone. (Interview SS)

In Scotland the banner and the brand is very, very clear: we welcome refugees. (Interview ZZ)

Crucially, interviewees noted that there is generally broad cross-party support for this more positive, 
welcoming approach in Holyrood.24 This broad political divergence thus offers an opportunity to try and 
circumvent the barrier that is a lack of political alignment between the governments at Holyrood  
and Westminster. 

On the other hand, engaging and building alliances with parties beyond those currently in government, 
the Scottish National Party and Scottish Greens (i.e. Scottish Labour, Scottish Liberal Democrat and 
Scottish Conservatives), was raised by several respondents as something that should be enhanced. 
Improving upon this was viewed as an opportunity to gain a fairer hearing at Westminster, prevent 
immigration becoming a party-political football in Scotland in the future, and to more effectively 
engage audiences aligned with other political parties. The historic and contemporary broad cross-party 
consensus on asylum and refugee policy at Holyrood provides fertile terrain to begin to build these 
wider alliances.

Recommendations:
- The sector must continue to communicate with the Scottish Government the significance of policies, 

legislation and public messaging that is based on hospitality, welcome, and rights, and work in 
partnership to continue this direction of travel. To ensure this policy direction remains resilient in the 
face of any future social, political and constitutional change, the sector must increase engagement 
with a broader political coalition in Scotland (and beyond), to maintain and strengthen cross-party 
support. Ensuring invitations to events, campaigns etc. are extended to shadow Ministers/opposition 
MSPs is suggested as a starting point.

23 For example, The Scottish Government (2020) ‘Migration: Helping Scotland Prosper’.
24 On the largely cross-party consensus on immigration in Scotland more broadly, see Hepburn, E. Rosie, M. ‘Immigration, 

Nationalism, and Politics in Scotland’ in Eve Hepburn and Ricard Zapata-Barrero (eds), The Politics of Immigration in Multi-Level 
States: Governance and Political Parties (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), pp. 241-260.
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3.2. The New Scots Refugee Integration Strategy

The New Scots Refugee Integration Strategy shaped many respondent’s reflections when considering the 
significance of operating in Scotland and the impact of devolved powers. New Scots, was deemed most 
valuable as a signal, setting a clear tone of a welcoming, rights-based approach for asylum, refugee and 
immigration politics and polices. 

The New Scots strategy is a very positive statement of intent that integration should be from 
day one – as a statement it goes completely against the Hostile Environment policy of the UK 
government which is about looking at withdrawing welfare, benefits, putting people aside, not 
within mainstream systems et cetera. So as a, statement of intent in opposition, it’s something that 
galvanises and is there to rally around which I think is really, really important. (Interview BB)

The policy was remarked upon by several participants as an opportunity for Scotland to showcase 
alterative, less hostile, more hospitable approaches to refugee integration, which can be influential in the 
other devolved nations, for instance the ‘Nation of Sanctuary’25 project in Wales, ultimately placing more 
pressure on the Home Office to change course. 

The other main quality in the interviews relating to New Scots was that it was described an effective 
‘forum’ for creating connections, building relationships and fostering collaboration. The diversity of 
participating organisations provides a platform for organisations to strike up positive working relations 
and partake in two-way knowledge exchange in a way that was previously not possible:

I’d normally work with charities, but I’d rarely work with the police, and yet on the New Scots group 
they always have police coming … and, actually, that’s been really, really, useful because then we’ve 
been able to have lots of different kinds of conversations. (Interview NN)

The clarity of purpose that is signalled by the strategy is cited as providing a ‘common language’ 
and unifying force, facilitating these previously unlikely relationships. With the importance placed on 
successful collaboration (especially with partners outside of the traditional asylum and refugee sector – 
see theme 5), this collaborative support is a major strength of the strategy.

However, the value of New Scots was questioned in several ways. The strategy is consistently perceived 
by participants as working far better for those with refugee status, with far less positive impacts for 
persons seeking asylum, whilst there is some scepticism that the lack of funding attached to New Scots 
means that the immediate impact on integration outcomes is limited. 

[New Scots is] nice and shiny and it says a lot of the right things but without an actual resource to 
back it up then it’s just another book to sit on a shelf, if you ask me. (Interview JJ)

Additionally, the emphasis placed on integration ‘from day one’ drew mixed responses. For many 
participants, this was a vital part of the positive, welcoming signalling, as integration would be 
supported from day one. However, there were a handful of respondents who reported concerns this 
mantra was putting undue pressure on individuals to integrate effectively ‘from day one’. 

The strategy says that every refugee should be able to integrate from the day they arrive in Scotland.  
In the real world that is not the case, because when people arrive for the first time in Scotland, there 
is the language barrier, even if their English is good, the Scottish accent is another skill to master 
itself. So, I think the strategy needs to be revised, really to just break down things to like smaller 
chunks, let’s do one issue at a time. (Interview AC)

25 Welsh Government/ Llywodraeth Cymru (2019) ‘Nation of Sanctuary Refugee and Asylum Seeker Plan’, available:  
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-03/nation-of-sanctuary-refugee-and-asylum-seeker-plan_0.pdf  
(accessed: 12.09.21).

Therefore, whilst New Scots is widely appreciated as a political signal and facilitator of innovative 
collaborations, lack of financial resources and clarity over the ‘from day one’ element of the strategy  
are perceived by some as undermining its effectiveness.

Recommendations:
- When evaluating the ‘impact’ of New Scots, the value placed by the sector upon the strategy as a 

positive, unifying starting point that provides a common language and sets the parameters of asylum 
and refugee politics in Scotland must not be underestimated for its strategic significance. However, 
to ensure the value of New Scots is maintained (and built upon), issues of funding and understanding 
around expectations (that there is a commitment to support integration from day one, and not an 
expectation for effective integration from day one) need to be addressed.

3.3 The Media Environment in Scotland 

The mainstream media in Scotland is broadly considered – and praised by participants – for avoiding 
sensationalist and populist anti-immigrant coverage and for being accommodating of positive and 
sympathetic coverage with regards to immigration, asylum and refuge. This theme was also described 
by interviewees as crucial in ‘setting the tone’, alongside the central political thrust of Holyrood and the 
New Scots strategy. Participants on the whole explained that having a supportive media environment 
is beneficial psychologically for organisations and staff within the sector, boosting morale, preventing 
feelings of being embattled, and providing feelings of solidarity. 

[the impact of the political leadership] is really reflected in the media in a way that you do not get 
in England, apart from The Guardian, perhaps. Right across the media, you see very little criticism 
of asylum seekers, migrants. It’s much more positive and picking up, quite often, the plight of those 
people rather than the issue they may or may not have caused. And, I think, that really helps people… 
I think, it gives the people that are working in this sector a much stronger voice… and that’s really 
good, that’s really positive. (Interview SS)

A small number of interviewees commented that the difference in media landscape between England 
and Scotland is not always appreciated and/or leveraged effectively by larger UK organisations who are 
located in England and primarily concentrate on influence in England and Westminster. This suggests 
that whilst cross-border collaboration is vital, there is both a need for strategic planning to account for 
national and regional context, and an opportunity for organisations in the sector across the wider UK to 
better leverage the Scottish political context to support their efforts for change.

Overall, maintaining this more hospitable media environment is essential, particularly if public opinion 
and narratives sit, as they do, as one of the core strategic areas of focus identified by participants. 

If you’re campaigning it’s quite easy because people can resonate with it, and I think, you know,  
the history of campaigning work in Glasgow from the dawn raids as well, there’s a lot of goodwill,  
I think, within the general public and the media. This is the real opportunity. (Interview NN)

Recommendations:
- With influencing public opinion and narratives identified by participants as a core strategic priority 

(see theme 6.2), maintaining and building an even more hospitable media environment, underpinned 
by efforts to maintain and enhance the current policy and discursive direction from Holyrood, is 
essential.

- Strategic planning related to the influence and coverage of the media must incorporate the politics 
of devolved settings, as one-size-fits-all policies are likely to be less effective.
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3.4 Utilising Devolved Powers 

The further utilisation of devolved powers and Scottish Parliamentary jurisdiction was discussed as 
major strategic opportunity to generate better outcomes for persons of asylum seeking and refugee 
backgrounds when considering both short-term and long-term structural changes.

How effectively devolved powers have been used to date produced a mixed response. Some interviewees 
were more inclined to attribute lack of progress (in general, or regarding a specific area of policy) as 
a reality of Home Office control over immigration powers. Yet, others expressed frustration and/or a 
degree of scepticism, as they questioned whether there could have been more efforts made by the 
Scottish Government to utilise their devolved powers. Several respondents, however, noted that there 
was a fresh impetus across the sector to look again at what is possible, be creative and ‘think outside  
the box’ to utilise the devolved context and the jurisdiction of the Scottish Government. This is linked, 
to a sizable degree, with desire to strategically re-position asylum and refugee issues (see theme 4), 
with the inclusion of asylum into the Everyone Home Collective and Scotland’s new anti-destitution 
strategy26 cited as a clear example of this strategy. 

Because the Hostile Environment is not just about creating borders at the borders, but bordering 
within the UK and using access to health, education, welfare as tools to get people to comply with 
immigration control. So that is where there is some leeway around trying to use Scottish policy to 
challenge UK government policy. A very good example is health, we can try and use Scottish policies 
to say, you know, it’s about health. If you need healthcare you need healthcare as opposed to we’re 
using healthcare to get you to comply with immigration control. So, I think there’s some really good 
examples where we can try and push even further, using Scottish policy levers to challenge the 
Hostile Environment. (Interview BB)

Additionally, the reserved nature of immigration policy, combined with the wide-reaching nature of 
asylum and refugee policy which engages devolved policy areas (health, housing, education etc.), creates 
a contested legal space. This means that demonstrating the ways in which devolved powers can be used 
legally, to navigate and negate the restrictions imposed by Westminster, is key. This relies on consistent 
research and exploitation of legal and constitutional expertise (see also theme 5.2). Where no legal route 
can be found, participants repeatedly made clear that the most effective way that national and local 
government policymakers in Scotland could support persons of asylum and refugee backgrounds was to 
support the third sector so that they are well provisioned to effectively respond.

If the Scottish government do not have power to control the system, the only thing they can do is  
to supply funding to the charities, so they can deliver a good service. (Interview YY)

Finally, if the Home Office is unwilling to shift policy going forward, many participants presented more 
local jurisdiction over asylum and refugee policy and service provision as an alternative pathway. 
Providing Holyrood with greater jurisdiction of asylum and refugee policy and procedure was believed 
to offer accountability which, is hoped, would facilitate a reprioritisation of resources beyond reactive, 
emergency responses.

26 Scottish Government, (2021) ‘Ending Destitution Together: A Strategy to Improve Support for People with No Recourse to Public 
Funds Living in Scotland 2021-2024’, available: https://www.gov.scot/publications/ending-destitution-together/documents/ 
(accessed 02.09.21).

Recommendations:
- The devolved context and the jurisdiction of the Scottish Government must be utilised to its 

maximum. Strategically re-positioning asylum and refugee issues offers a substantial opportunity for 
the sector. Renewed efforts must be made to strengthen partnerships with the legal sector and to 
pilot new approaches to specific areas of asylum and refugee policy and practice, for example, lifting 
the ban on employment or community-based alternatives to detention etc.

- Where no legal means can be found to assert Scottish Government/local authority jurisdiction, 
Holyrood must support the third sector so that they are sufficiently provisioned to effectively 
respond to and support those whom the Hostile Environment impacts.

- The third sector, alongside key partners in government, must continue to advocate for change in 
Home Office policy. Should this not be forthcoming, attaining more local jurisdiction over asylum  
and refugee policy and service provision offers an alternative pathway. 

3.5 Operating in Scotland and Glasgow 

The relatively small size of Scotland within the broader UK, as well as the concentration of 
organisations and activity in Glasgow, are perceived by participants as providing a series of benefits 
and opportunities to support effective performance within the sector. First, interviewees explained 
that it eases the development and maintenance of personal relationships with colleagues working in 
the broad asylum and refugee sector – “everybody knows each other” (Interview LL) – which improves 
effective collaboration. Second, as Glasgow is the only dispersal area in Scotland, the subsequent 
high concentration of asylum and refugee support organisations in the city has generated a wealth 
of invaluable experience. Third, several respondents spoke positively about the vibrancy of the city 
of Glasgow itself, and the history of public protest and community spirit, which provides a fertile 
environment to operate in. 

However, several respondents cited concerns about the increasing number of people seeking asylum 
in Glasgow, citing anecdotal evidence that Scotland is becoming a preferred destination, based on the 
contrasting political environment to that of Westminster and England. As there has been no additional 
Home Office support, this has created additional pressures on an already over-stretched sector.

I think personally the numbers are a bit out of control just now. I think we could be looking at six 
thousand asylum seekers in the city this year, before the end of the year anyway, which is unheard of. 
So, I’m probably a bit concerned about the numbers and the affect that has on services, education, 
health, trying to deal with that… the Home Office won’t put their hand in their pocket to pay the 
Local Authorities… you don’t get any money for dispersal so despite five, six thousand people in  
the city all needing services, the Local Authorities don’t get a penny for it. (Interview VV) 

Recommendations:
- The sector must seek to maximise the structural advantages Scotland provides for relationship 

building and the opportunities to enhance collaborative efforts. 
- Careful attention must be given to the sustainability of the sector in Glasgow. Any sustained increase 

in people seeking asylum in Glasgow must be matched by financial support from the Home Office. 
Failing this, policymakers at Holyrood can support the sector through greater financial support of the 
third sector. Any decision to widen dispersal in Scotland in future must take seriously the absence of 
an established, experienced third sector infrastructure. 
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THEME 4
Strategic Re-positioning: Beyond ‘Asylum Seeker and Refugee’ Issues

 ‘Strategic re-positioning’ emerged as a key theme. Participants repeatedly articulated how asylum and 
refuge have become challenging political issues to engage with effectively, due to the toxification of 
asylum and refuge via the Hostile Environment. It is noted that one pathway forward is to re-position 
issues arising from/through the process of seeking asylum and refuge, into broader policy debates. 
Several participants perceived that this approach has been utilised increasingly across the sector in 
the last few months and years, with the SLCE coalition and Everyone Home Collective, where human 
(housing) rights (and not asylum/refugee rights) are prioritised, cited as examples that signal this shift.

Participants noted three main benefits of re-positioning. First, it works against the splitting of persons 
into the binary categories of deserving and undeserving of rights, with a universalist human rights logic 
placed front and centre instead. This supports the type of inclusive narrative work that participants 
desired, where efforts are made to humanise persons of asylum and refugee background and emphasise 
that all people should all be treated equally when they are in Scotland, making belonging related to 
‘place’ rather than ethnicity or nationality. 

Second, it facilitates the placing of persons seeking asylum and of refugee background into broader, 
larger ‘categories’ within society that are not based on immigration status (e.g. persons who seek to 
work and have skills to contribute, persons who are homeless, persons who are being denied access to 
legal justice, persons who need support with mental health etc.). This leads to a broader engagement 
of policy and legal areas, creating a greater opportunity to focus directly on the tangible and resolvable 
issues at hand (e.g., forced poverty, exclusion and access to human rights etc.) and to utilise devolved 
competencies to maximise the advantages of operating in the Scottish context, as outlined in theme 3. 

The tentacles of the Immigration Act are long and wide [but] by seeing [homelessness] as an 
immigration issue… it is like we were conspiring with the hostile environment by not saying,  
no, this is homelessness. (Interview FF)

As a principle, recognising that homelessness is homelessness and accommodation need is 
accommodation need, is what’s taking place now. And that’s the language that we’re beginning to 
adopt, that we’re not talking about categories of people anymore, we’re talking about people who 
need a safe place to stay. And I’ve seen a real shift in that. (Interview II)

Third, this re-positioning creates the opportunity to collaborate with organisations traditionally seen as 
operating in another ‘sector’ (employment/labour unions, homelessness/housing/poverty, legal justice, 
health/mental health) in order to pool political and societal connections as well as human and capital 
resources). 

I think it’s something that was almost staring us in the face and we didn’t see it, and now we can see 
it. Like oh yeah, of course, we are actually talking about the same thing here. But the advantage to 
the refugee sector I think is that [other sectors] are also well established, very well respected, they 
have the ear of the government, they have great connections with media… [so] if we work together 
then we can get more traction about what we’re trying to do. So, it’s been a huge advantage to have 
their involvement. (Interview II)

With the current (and projected) capacity pressures facing the broad asylum and refugee sector across 
Scotland (and the wider UK), alongside the hostility that underpins UK-level asylum and refugee policy, 
these ‘external’ collaborations offer a promising pathway forward. 

Overall, recent moves in this direction were described by participants as promising, with broad 
agreement across the sector that this re-positioning work is a smart strategic move. 

Recommendations: 
- The rights and responsibilities enshrined in International Law as they relate to refuge and asylum 

are to be cherished and protected. Yet, strategically re-positioning asylum and refugee issues inside 
broader societal issues, is a significant opportunity for the sector to achieve substantial, structural 
policy change, as it makes a positive contribution to inclusive narrative work, provides a platform  
for wider collaborations and has the potential to shift the policy and legal conversation to tangible 
issues and devolved competencies. Therefore, the sector must increase efforts to enact strategic  
re-positioning.

THEME 5
Collaboration in the Sector: Maximising Potential

5.1. Collaboration as Strategic Imperative 

Collaboration is identified as the most potent tool to support strategic approaches and the construction 
of a more hospitable environment: “it is absolutely essential” (Interview TT). Major policy successes, for 
instance New Scots, SLCE campaign, and the Right to Vote campaign, alongside countless examples of 
improved service delivery, are recognised as being fundamentally enabled by collaboration. 

We have to coordinate together and we have to work together if we want to have real change.  
We can’t expect one organisation to do something. (Interview LL) 

My view is the more organisations and groups you work with, you will have a better outcome for  
the service user, that is the principle. (Interview KK)

The level of collaboration in the sector in Scotland at present was generally described in positive terms, 
although there are some respondents who are somewhat less positive about the degree and quality 
of collaboration at present (these concerns are often related to communications, funding and capacity 
challenges – see themes 6 and 10, in particular). Despite this, there is universal agreement about the 
value of effective collaboration and the need to increase it. Here, the importance of collaborative 
structures (networks, coalitions, umbrella groups etc.) existing as structures in and of themselves, 
was identified as vital. The existence of collaborative structures and ventures (for instance, GLADAN, 
SLCE coalition etc.) were deemed to have facilitated better communication, built wider and deeper 
connections, and subsequently supported further collaboration and innovation. 

Enhancing collaboration is evidently a key strategic opportunity – and is in a sense a pre-requisite to 
enhancing more strategic, long-term approaches from the sector more broadly. 

5.1 Recommendations:
- Enhancing collaboration must be a key strategic priority as it enables a foundation for increased 

strategic, long-term sector-wide planning. The sector must develop and protect collaborative 
structures which they can capitalise on for further collaboration and innovation. The sector should 
consider whether a new, bespoke structure (e.g., a ‘Strategic Consortium’) is required to focus on 
strategic approaches and longer-term structural change. 
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5.2 Opportunities for Enhancing Collaboration

Several opportunities were identified by participants to support the strategic need to enhance 
collaboration in the sector.

External Collaboration. A significant opportunity for enhancing collaboration was identified in rethinking 
who collaborative partners are, and collaborating with organisations and stakeholders who sit outside 
of the traditional asylum and refugee sector. Participants believed such external collaboration could 
be enabled through strategic re-positioning, where issues that are impacting on asylum and refugee 
communities are placed within broader issue areas and broader communities (see also theme 4). This 
‘external’ collaboration was deemed valuable in acquiring additional expertise, capacity, and political 
clout, and, no less importantly, making a strong contribution to strategic shifts in public narratives. 

Collaboration with Legal Experts. Participants were unanimous in the view that engaging with the legal 
sector is of great strategic importance for generating more hospitable policy directions. Partnering 
with organisations which possess legal expertise is cited as being key to past successes, for instance 
the SLCE campaign, and facilitates reciprocal learning processes between legal professionals and staff 
in the asylum and refugee sector that supports better understanding and cooperation. Two primary 
means were cited as opportunities to maximise these partnerships: strategic litigation to create legal 
precedent; and the incorporation of International Law into domestic Scottish Law, with the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child a key example to build upon. Devolution is viewed as 
offering a key opportunity in this sphere. The Hostile Environment, by design, brings immigration 
law into the orbit of many other policy spheres (health, education, housing etc.). Thus, collaborative 
engagement with the legal sphere can provide an opportunity to challenge elements of asylum and 
refugee policy, by (re)asserting the primacy of devolved areas (health, education, housing etc.) over 
immigration policy (see also theme 3.3).

Collaboration with Statutory Service Providers and State Contractors. There is broad agreement that, 
whilst criticism and accountability is vital, there is a need to avoid overly antagonistic approaches with  
statutory service providers and state contractors as they can become counter-productive. Being as 
constructive as possible and making clear that the target of frustration is the overarching Home Office 
policy, are cited as two tools to ensure criticism of policy and procedure can be forthcoming, yet 
relationships are maintained. However, interviewees identified the delicate balance that must be struck, 
as it is essential that third sector organisations remain to be seen as independent in order to retain the 
trust of people seeking asylum and of refugee backgrounds who are using organisational services.

Collaboration with Scottish Government and Local Government. Effective tri-partite collaboration 
between the third sector, local government and Scottish national government was identified by several 
respondents as particularly valuable to support good outcomes for communities of persons of refugee 
and asylum-seeking backgrounds in the short-term as well as for generating far-reaching, structural 
change in the medium-to-long-term. However, effective collaboration with partners in government 
also presented challenges. The diversity of the third sector, namely, the sheer number of organisations 
that exist creates challenges for government to collaborate with the entire breadth of the third sector. 
As such, internal collaboration within the third sector (networks, formal coalitions, multi-organisation 
projects) can enable more representative collaboration, by providing a central engagement point. 
Additionally, several participants believe that there is not always full appreciation (on both sides) of the 
pressures, restrictions and expectations of the third sector and partners in government. Participants 
propose that increasing the quantity of open, honest communication will strengthen the collaborative 
ethos between the third sector and government across all levels. 

Political Collaboration. Cooperative engagement and partnership working between the third sector 
and all levels of government in Scotland was identified as a major strategic opportunity for creating a 
more hospitable environment. Specifically, two distinct approaches were identified to enhance it further. 
First, the third sector can build relationships with Ministers and officials whose portfolio extends beyond 
asylum and refuge (for example, the realms of Justice, the Economy and Business), which will be aided by, 
and support efforts of, ‘strategic repositioning’. Secondly, the third sector can build and secure positive 
relationships with politicians and political parties across the political spectrum in Holyrood to secure 
sustainability and security of resources. 

Cross-border Collaboration. Two divergent themes emerged during the interviews when participants were 
asked about their perceptions of campaigning for policy change. The broad policy alignment, geographical 
proximity of Holyrood and the better relationship with Scottish Government Ministers mean that focussing 
on supporting the development of Scottish Government policy is identified by many as a sensible core 
target. Following this, utilising current Scottish policy, policy positions and political elite discourse as a 
vanguard to support change at Westminster is also labelled as an opportunity to create structural change. 

On the other hand, participants conversely recognised that the key levers of immigration policy 
remain at Westminster, and as the Hostile Environment policy of the Home Office is the main cause 
of an increasingly inhumane asylum and refugee policy and system, shifting the policy landscape at 
Westminster is vital and cannot be neglected. To account for geographical distance, collaboration 
across the border is suggested as an opportunity to better advance change at Westminster. At present, 
several respondents identified how Scotland can be somewhat of an afterthought among third sector 
colleagues in England, with a lack of recognition – and thus exploitation – of the different legal system, 
policy direction and media environment in Scotland. However, the shift to online meetings caused by the 
pandemic was identified as making this cross-border collaboration more practical and sustainable than 
ever before. Ventures such as the Asylum Reform Initiative were cited as promising avenues for long-
term cross-border strategic operations (whilst collaboration on single issues, such as detention and the 
ban of work, were also cited as examples of best practice).

Recommendations:
- The sector must ensure effective tri-partite collaboration between the third sector, local government 

and national government remains resilient, whilst strengthening its collaborative partnership 
working with organisations outside of the traditional asylum and refugee sector, with the legal 
sector, with ‘non-traditional’ Ministers and opposition political parties at Holyrood,  
with organisations throughout the rest of the UK and with statutory service providers.

5.3 Challenges for Enhancing Collaboration 

Yet, concerns were expressed by a number of participants when discussing the perceived need to 
increase collaboration in the sector, with the following barriers reported: 

Size, tactics and culture. Tensions between organisations of different size, and thus capacity, were 
highlighted. Smaller organisations cite instances of frustration with larger organisations, especially 
regarding inclusivity of decision-making, leadership and access to information, as capacity advantages 
often result in larger organisations assuming leadership roles. Participants working in frontline, 
grassroots services explained that they felt the expertise that their smaller organisations bring to 
the partnerships is not always appreciated. Larger organisations, on the other hand, cite instances of 
frustration with smaller organisations for not always appreciating the strength of political connections 
and strategic planning that they bring to the partnership. Several respondents described a lack of a 
‘common language’ between organisations of different sizes in the sector, suggesting that the creation 
of a common language could be critical for strategic development and collaboration. 

Funding Models. The highly competitive funding climate is not designed to foster good relations and 
collegiality amongst third sector organisations. The primarily short-term nature of funding, combined 
with the chronic under-funding of organisations within the sector, fosters a ‘survival mode’ approach. 
The ever expanding and intensifying needs, alongside relentless applications for funding, results in a 
limited scope for longer-term, strategic thinking and practice (see also theme 10). 

Organisational Interests. Prioritisation of organisational interests hinders cooperation and collaboration. 
The challenges of organisational tactical/cultural alignment and the competitive and precarious funding 
environment are identified as exacerbating the current competitive behaviour. In addition to addressing 
these structural issues, several participants emphasised the need for a psychological shift to a more 
collectivist lens, where the sector is conceived of as an interconnected ecosystem, where the successes 
and failures of individual organisations/coalitions and campaigns are shared by all. Thus, participants 
concluded that organisational tactical and strategic decision-making may be more successful if there is a 
shift from individual interest to collective, sector-wide impacts and benefits.

34 35Chapter 3: Main Findings and Recommendations



Capacity. Whilst collaboration is recognised as essential and powerful, it is also time-consuming and 
difficult. The time and resources required to organise collaborative efforts are cited as major barriers – 
even when understood as ‘worth it’ regarding the eventual gains. The general capacity issues faced by 
the sector due to the ever expanding and intensifying needs, coupled with the constant stream of ‘fires’ 
that require urgent attention, can lead to collaborative efforts that are aiming at longer-term, structural 
issues, being relegated down the priority list. This is especially true when collaboration, in general or on a 
specific project, is only one small part of an individual’s role – which is often the case (see also theme 7). 

Therefore, with all of these challenges, several participants stressed that far greater emphasis needs to 
be placed on supporting and funding the process of collaboration. 

I think collaboration is critical and key. But I think the key thing is just having the time to be able to 
invest in that collaboration. (Interview BB)

I think [we] need to recognise that [collaboration] is a project in itself. Also, if you're going to fund  
a campaign or a coalition, you can't predetermine what they're going to do. So there is a little  
bit of trust and faith. But it's building a long-term trust basically. That's what the investment is.  
If you asked a funder, that's how I would explain what they have to do. (Interview HH)

Recommendations:
- Whilst organisations face extreme capacity pressures, for collaboration to be effective, it cannot be 

treated as an extra and must be prioritised with deliberate efforts. 
- Increased efforts are required to create a ‘common language’ and trust within the third sector.  

With broad agreement among participants of the value of framing the sector’s work in constructive 
terms (centred on building, creating and proposing alternatives), this may offer a starting point. 

- Funding bodies must invest in the process of collaboration itself and provide more funding 
opportunities that are specifically targeted at fostering sustainable infrastructures that act as a 
hub and springboard for collaboration and the building of sustainable relationships and long-term 
trust. This, as noted by one respondent, means that funders must appreciate that impacts will be 
somewhat broad and hard to measure in the short-term.

- Following, as far as possible, the ‘best practice’ identified below in section 5.4. 

5.4 Best Practice for Collaborative Ventures 

With respect to how best to harness the benefits of collaboration, several features were cited as crucial 
in previous successes.

Leadership. Quality, generous leadership is cited as vital for collaborative efforts to blossom and 
success to be achieved. Interviewees explained it is vital is to adopt and instil a collectivist ethos, where 
organisational interests are relegated, where resources and information are spread, and where a spirit of 
generosity and sharing are installed. 

Staff skills. Over-lapping with leadership, yet not limited to it, there is a recognition that some 
individuals excel in collaborative skills. Thus, organisations should prioritise collaborative skill sets when 
selecting for staff involvement in collaborative projects.

Personal relationships. Personal relationships are viewed as a key component of effective collaboration 
by generating trust and camaraderie. Thus, time that is dedicated to the fostering and maintaining of 
quality relationships, far from being ‘unproductive’, is identified as crucial. Ensuring this is protected in 
an increasingly online working environment is important, and suggests a totally 2D, online approach to 
collaborative ventures in the sector will be sub-optimal. 

Communication culture. Naturally, when bringing together many organisations with differing structures, 
styles, cultures, experience, skillsets and priorities, tensions can arise. Repeatedly, the way suggested 
to best mitigate this was through open, honest communication over roles, expectations, capacity 
to participate in general and desire to participate in sub-projects/sub-parts of wider collaborative 
enterprises. 

Flexible participation. Creating a culture and infrastructure which enables flexible participation on sub-
projects within a broad collaborative enterprise is deemed vital to prevent tactical disagreements and/or 
differences in organisational restraints (legal obligations etc.) creating deadlock, as well as ensuring each 
organisation/participant is utilising their time and specific expertise to maximise their contribution. 

Having a clear goal/purpose. Clarity over a simple goal and purpose was deemed to help create essential 
unity. The SLCE coalition was cited repeatedly in this context. Linked to this was the unifying effects 
of urgency. Therefore, a core challenge for the sector is how to achieve these momentum and unifying 
dynamics which are strategic, longer-term and collaborative in nature.

Recommendations:
- Incorporating the above ‘best practices’ identified across the sector (generous leadership; prioritising 

collaborative skills; facilitating the building and maintenance of trusting relationships; honest 
communication; flexibility; and creating and maintaining clarity of purpose) will provide strong 
foundations for collaborative enterprises across the third sector and between the third sector and 
key partners. 

THEME 6
Communications: Inside and Out

Communications emerged as another key theme, concerning: the quality of internal within-sector 
communications; and the sector’s approach to external public-facing communications regarding 
influence of public narratives and opinion. 

6.1 Internal Communications: Informal and Formal Channels of Communication

Closely related to both the theme and facilitation of collaboration, internal communications within the 
third sector were identified by participants as presenting both challenges and opportunities.

Informal channels of communication, for instance information being impromptu shared in an unrelated 
meeting, or via private email and messaging platforms, were noted as particularly important for 
cascading and sharing information. Many respondents spoke positively about a collaborative spirit and 
generosity in this regard. 

that’s what makes this city amazing to work in, that even though I can’t make it to all of those 
discussions and those meetings, someone will keep us in the loop. There will always be somebody 
that will be like, we had this conversation, can you feed into that? (Interview UU) 

that’s the beauty of the trust. We know who’s in the sector. And everybody knows each other.  
So, if I get an email saying, ‘hey can you join this meeting?’, I’d be like, yeah, sure, of course. And we  
all know that we have a key aim which is to support people and to promote change. (Interview LL) 

Conversely, some participants noted that it is was difficult to always remain ‘in the loop’, and, at times, 
having a sense that their organisation can, on occasion, be forgotten and thus under-appreciated. This 
is linked to instances of frustration that larger organisations who have ‘seats at the table’ do not always 
share and disseminate information as quickly and reliably as desired.
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because we’re not a large organisation we don’t always have a seat round all the tables, so we don’t 
always know until much later what’s going on, we can’t always get our voice heard, and we’re often 
playing catch-up… Because of their size and because of their capacity and because of their established 
relationships with the corridors of power [larger organisations] get first bite of the cherry. They get 
invited to these high-level meetings which have limited capacity to accommodate the voluntary sector. 
So [external stakeholders] tend to invite one or two organisations on the assumption that information 
will be shared and information will filter down. But actually it doesn’t, it doesn’t filter down… 
There’s not always the level of collaboration that it may look like on the surface… I think the larger 
organisations maybe need to realise that they have a role in cascading what they’re finding out and the 
discussions that are going on so that there can be much more of a collaborative response to it…  
We’re not competing with the big organisations, but what we do have our own unique experience, data 
and information that we can share, but we often don’t have the opportunity to do that. (Interview II)

Thus, whilst informal communication channels have many advantages, such as speed, some participants 
felt that they are not sufficient in sharing the information needed, across all networks, to facilitate 
maximum cohesion and collaboration across the sector.

The identified challenges with informal communications also relate to more formal, regular 
communications channels, with several participants identifying information overload as a core challenge. 
It is considered highly challenging to keep up with – and respond appropriately to – all of the relevant 
information streams, e.g., policy changes (principally from Westminster but also Holyrood), procedural 
changes (principally from the HO and state contractors), campaigns and activities from organisations 
across the sector and social media output from the vast quantity of asylum and refugee organisations 
and other relevant stakeholders.

I think there are some really useful points of dissemination, although I do find these days, I’m sure 
everybody is like this, that there’s just so much information coming at you from all sorts of sources,  
that actually sometimes it’s too much. (Interview WW)

it’s a struggle for [smaller] organisations like ours just to keep abreast with what’s going on locally  
and nationally and to be able to respond on a regular basis. So, I think that’s a challenge. (Interview II)

Individuals and organisations not being fully up to date was felt by participants to harm efficiency 
through duplication and a lack of cooperation. Considering these challenges, several respondents 
expressed a desire to improve formal communications structures, with the creation of a new ‘one stop  
centre’ (AC) where relevant information can be accessed. In this context, the GLADAN services leaflet27 
was cited as an example of condensed, easily accessible and highly useful information, whilst the 
GLADAN google group for sharing destitution-centred information, may offer a framework to  
build upon.28 

Recommendations: 
- In the interests of cohesion and collaboration within the third sector, enhancing internal 

communications is vital. In order to fully harness the advantages that informal communications brings, 
internal relationships built on trust and an ethos of cooperation must be created and sustained.  
For this to succeed, all organisations must make every effort to disseminate information as widely as 
possible, with current collaborative structures being useful starting points. 

- Efforts should be made to improve formal communications. One pathway forward may be the 
creation of a ‘Strategic Information Hub’, in which strategically relevant information is located, 
such as: easily accessible ‘archives’ of strategically relevant research reports/bulletins; a calendar, 
populated with strategically important dates/events; a regular bulletin, containing a condensed list  
of recent/near future activity and content (meetings, events, funding opportunities etc.). This would 
support organisations facing ‘information overload’, protect against duplication and buttress  
internal communications and scope for collaborative action. Exactly what shape and form this  
adopts (website, google group etc.) requires careful consideration and further consultation.

27 GLADAN, ‘resources’, available: https://destitutionaction.wordpress.com/resources/ (accessed 04.09.21).
28 GLADAN, ‘google group’, available: https://destitutionaction.wordpress.com/google-group/ (accessed 12.09.21).

6.2 External Communications: Public Narratives and Public Opinion 

The importance of public narratives and opinion was identified by participants as a vital strategic priority 
if the sector is to secure long-term, structural change that is sustainable and resilient. Participants 
explained that is not enough to ‘preach to the converted’ or to ‘shout at people to care’.29 Instead, several 
interviewees stress the need to engage widely and connect with the ‘large middle ground’ who are not 
overly committed on issues of immigration, asylum and refugee politics one way or the other.30 

Because if you’re talking ultimately about political change, political change is not just about this precise 
policy or that precise policy. It’s as much about the political shifts around the narrative. (Interview MM) 

The need to be proactive in shaping narratives was highlighted as being important, as reactive 
approaches often lead to stories of emergency and hardship (evictions, destitution, etc.), which 
opposes the inclusive narratives the sector are striving to shape – that persons of asylum and refugee 
backgrounds are “ordinary folks just like everyone else” (Interview BB). Throughout the interviews, 
preferences were held for public messaging campaigns centred in storytelling which projects lived 
experience voices; positive media coverage that does not overly prioritise stories of hardship; and 
promoting spaces that create meaningful social connections between persons of asylum seeking and 
refugee backgrounds and local communities (through common interests e.g., sport, art, music etc.). 
Equally, the Scottish Government’s role was identified as vital in continuing to ‘set the tone’ of welcome, 
in part through proposing and implementing policies which create a more hospitable environment. 

We have been trying to engage in really developing a longer-term strategy about how to try to effect 
change, two years, five years. And setting out an alternate vision for what the UK asylum system  
should be, trying to challenge the narrative as well as build public and political support for change as 
opposed to jumping on singular issues. You lose sight of the big picture when you’re getting rubbish 
thrown at you constantly and trying to respond to that is actually losing sight of the bigger picture and 
that is a whole challenge for the sector. Going back to the New Scot strategy, we have this narrative 
frame in Scotland which allows us to push and get positive policy development. And we can do that 
because we’ve public support and we have government support for it… So the reason why (in the UK)  
we’re getting one terrible policy after another is because of a lack of political support and a lack of,  
or perceived lack of, public support for alternative policies by government. (Interview BB)

Recommendations:
- Participants agreed that sustainable, structural change that replaces the prevailing hostility with 

hospitality requires greater public support and pressure. Thus, the sector must increase focus on 
influencing public narratives and opinion. The precise nature of this messaging and subsequent 
narratives requires detailed attention and engagement with multiple stakeholders. Important 
national and regional differences, where local identities, pressures and needs differ in significant 
ways, mean that one-size-fits-all models are not likely to be effective and must be avoided.

- The sector must continue to cooperate with the Scottish Government (and other devolved 
administrations), in partnership with a broad political coalition at Holyrood and Westminster, to 
advocate – through policy and public messaging – for an asylum and refugee system that is stripped 
of its hostile foundation, to be replaced by one that prioritises welcome and access to rights. 

29 For similar arguments, see, Katwala, S. et al. (2014) ‘How to talk about immigration’, British Future, available:  
https://www.britishfuture.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/How-To-Talk-About-Immigration-FINAL.pdf (accessed 13.09.21).

30 See for example, Rutter, J. and Carter, R. (2018) ‘National Conversation on Immigration: Final report’, British Future and HOPE 
not hate, available: https://www.britishfuture.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Final-report.National-Conversation.17.9.18.pdf 
(accessed 13.09.2021).
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THEME 7
Capacity: Staff Focus, Staff Wellbeing

Cornerstones of effective sectoral performance, identified by participants as collaboration, cooperation, 
creativity and resilience, requires healthy, well-supported, thriving staff. The goodwill and selflessness of 
staff and volunteers across organisations in the sector is consistently remarked upon by respondents. 
Whilst deemed important – and a core element of various success stories (for example, the extent to 
which pro bono and ‘after hours’ working featured during the successful SLCE campaign) – there was a 
degree of frustration that this unpaid labour was required. In short, there was frustration that statutory 
provision left key gaps in the first place and that this deliberately hostile policy creates constant 
fires which need immediate attention and trigger emergency modes of working, including severe, 
unremunerated, overworking. 

And again coming back to that rollercoaster of crises, trying to prevent somebody falling into destitution  
when they are eligible for a financial support; so those delays [in statutory provision], they’re a huge 
challenge because a lot of third-sector organisations need to fill that gap, we need to fill that gap… 
trying to make sure that people survive, when they are entitled to support. (Interview GG)

The recent crises related to Aspen cards exemplifies this phenomenon, where large quantities of time 
and resources were redirected (necessarily) to an emergency situation as a result of statutory services 
not delivering appropriately.31 This reactive work thus comes at the expense of strategic, longer-term 
work. Interviewees agreed that the best solution to the current phenomenon of severe, unremunerated, 
overworking was to focus on preventing the fires, by being more proactive and strategically focused on 
achieving structural changes.

Staff burnout was identified across the interviews as a key concern and challenge. Whilst not a new 
phenomenon in the sector, COVID-19 was perceived to have exacerbated burnout and place additional 
strain on staff. Working in isolation without the support of colleagues around them, especially when 
dealing with a compounding number of difficult and distressing cases, was cited as especially worrisome 
(and is another angle to consider when deciding on the balance between face-to-face and online service 
provision). This exacerbation of burnout is also important to consider due to the negative consequences 
it has for effective cross-organisational collaboration, as staff lack the energy and temperament for what 
can be challenging processes. 

You do need strategy, and collaboration can always be improved. But I think, unless the people that are 
holding up others are supported, then that can fall away, really, really quickly. You know yourself, when you're  
having a bad day, it's hard to do your work well. It's as simple as that… if managers, CEOs, everybody is burnt  
out and pissed off, then everybody is a bit jaggy… There's more chance for conflict to arise. (Interview EE)

Recommendations: 
- With the relentlessness of the Hostile Environment creating repeated emergencies which drain the 

remaining time and energy held by staff, the sector must attempt to place more attention on fire 
prevention, by being more proactive and strategically focused on achieving structural changes.  
Whilst not a short-term or easy to measure solution, structural challenges require structural changes. 
In the immediate term, maintaining and strengthening relations and communications with statutory 
service providers may support the sector in securing timely information, which would support 
planning and efforts to influence policy and procedural decision-making processes further upstream.

- Funding bodies must provide more resources specifically for strategic, long-term planning and  
action for structural change, to prevent this crucial work being side-lined by emergency situations. 
This relates to the need to invest more in the process of collaboration across the sector itself, to 
support the development of appropriate collaborative strategic infrastructures that are resilient in 
the face of the Hostile Environment.

31 Diane Taylor, Thousands of asylum seekers go hungry after cash card problems, The Guardian, 02.07.21, available: https://www.
theguardian.com/uk-news/2021/jun/02/thousands-of-asylum-seekers-go-hungry-after-cash-card-problems (accessed 12.09.21).

 
THEME 8
Lived Experience: Enhancing Co-Production and Leadership 

Lived experience across the asylum and refugee sector was another key theme to emerge, specifically 
relating to its importance to sectoral efficacy and the significant scope for improvement. This relates to 
external stakeholders and within the third sector itself.

8.1. External Stakeholders: Co-Production from the Off

Externally, relating to policymakers, service providers and external researchers (although this of course 
applies to research conducted by third sector organisations within the sector, too), the central message 
which emerged was that it is fundamental for communities with lived experience to be more involved, 
more often, at the outset of projects. Meaning that co-production is embedded into the visionary and 
design stages to prevent pigeon-holing lived experience into confirmatory roles. 

Once the policies been set out…the role of lived experience comes only when trying to get feedback.  
But how about when trying at the stage of forming the policies itself? Are voices being taken note of, 
are they being considered even at that stage, at the beginning stages, before the policies are being 
finalised? That’s important, I think. (Interview AC)

Several examples, such as the New Scots strategy were cited as examples of where lived experience 
was engaged extensively, there was a consistent recognition that there was significant scope for 
improvement in co-production processes. The homelessness sector in Scotland was repeatedly praised 
across interviews for the way in which lived experience is integrated into policy design, and was 
highlighted as a useful learning opportunity for the asylum and refugee sector. The recent increase of 
collaboration with housing and homelessness organisations (within SLCE campaign/ROOF coalition, 
Everyone Home Collective) offer an opportune learning opportunity for the sector with regards to 
codesigning services through lived experience. 

Recommendations:
- Policymakers, service providers and researcher’s (including those inside the third sector) must 

endeavour to engage lived experience from the earliest stages of design, cementing co-creation  
into policy, practice and research.  

8.2. Within the Sector: Leadership and Strategy 

Internally, within the sector itself, increasing the quantity of persons with lived experience working within 
leadership and strategically focused roles are identified as a key area that the sector can improve. 

[Lived experience needs increased] within organisations at the highest possible level, have refugee 
voices on your board, have people leading the strategic development of a project or the organisation,  
not doing your comms or stood in front of the camera going, yes, hello, I’m the refugee. It doesn’t 
need to be this Comic Relief-esque style showcasing who you work with. You can do it far, far 
smarter than that. (Interview UU)

However, involvement of persons seeking asylum, rather than those who have refugee status, is raised 
as a particular challenge. The Hostile Environment prevents asylum applicants from working and has 
destitution ‘built in’, making it exceptionally hard to find space to think and act beyond survival. 

people are focusing on the day to day – the food, the bread, the kids – do you know what I mean?  
So, for people to then elevate their consciousness from that survival level, to then elevate that, it's 
quite a difficult thing to do. (Interview EE)
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Equally, the Hostile Environment makes public engagement a potential risk for an individual’s asylum 
claim. This is particularly troublesome, as there is a clear sense that persons seeking asylum need to be 
humanised more in public discourse and consciousness and that one of the most effective means to 
humanise is for people to work and speak for themselves, as humans. Yet, there are robust structural 
barriers which prevent this. 

I think the biggest barrier is the fear that is instilled in people about engaging in any form of activism 
or raising a negative experience… it is ingrained in people that it will affect their asylum claim… So, I 
think the biggest thing that would shift work in this field would be more refugee voices and safter 
space for refugee voices to be heard because it is still more powerful if we hear directly from that 
person. But that fear makes it incredibly difficult for people to actually step up. (Interview UU)

Recommendations:
- Organisations and collaborative networks within the third sector must enhance the role of lived 

experience, especially within leadership and strategically focused roles. Engaging constructively  
with the homelessness sector, as an example of best practice, offers an effective pathway forward. 

- To create long-term, sustainable pathways for lived experience leadership, the sector must continue 
to push for structural change, principally, changes to Home Office policy and procedure that is 
most damaging at a systemic level to persons with lived experience (for example, shortening 
asylum decision timelines, lifting on the ban on work, provision of adequate housing and ending 
homelessness and destitution, among others). 

THEME 9
The COVID-19 Pandemic: Politics, Patterns and Procedures

The ninth theme which recurred across the interviews was a sense amongst interviewees that new 
forms of strategic thinking were generated through the operational challenges faced by the sector  
in response to the pandemic, alongside seeing and experiencing notions of what is ‘(not)normal’,  
‘(im)possible’ and ‘(un)acceptable’ across society and politics, being open to radical change.  
These changes in policy, patterns and procedure, have in turn brought their own challenges and 
opportunities, with several of the most pertinent addressed below.

9.1 Politics: Policy and Precedent 

Radical, rapid shifts in UK and Scottish government policy was identified by participants as a key 
opportunity for further change. Repeatedly, the ‘ending of homelessness overnight’ alongside the 
Scottish Government’s direct support to persons with NRPF, whom they were previously unable to 
provide assistance to, were significant events, as it demonstrated that homelessness and destitution 
is a ‘policy choice’ and that there are conditions in which the Scottish Government can legally support 
people seeking asylum to access public funds. The precedent that these examples, and others like it,  
set, is understood to be a crucial strategic opportunity to lobby for structural change. 

There is lots of opportunities. The fact that the local authorities and the government have now 
proven that in a situation like this they can get everybody off the streets into accommodation. 
They’ve done it. (Interview JJ)

All of the usual caveats apply (COVID-19 is terrible, we wish it wasn’t happening), but there has  
been specific areas of progress which in itself demonstrates that these things can be done,  
[where as before] we would get ‘its to complicated’ or ‘we couldn’t possibly do this’. (Interview QQ)

Recommendations:
- The pandemic demonstrated that large, bureaucratic organisations (such as the Home Office, Scottish 

Government etc.) can make timely changes that have been previously labelled ‘impossible’. The sector 
must capitalise on these structure-altering policy changes, demonstrating the improvements that they 
made for people with NRPF and for sectoral efficacy, and use this to inform political lobbying.

9.2 Patterns: Online Working and Service Provision 

The rapid shift to remote forms of working generated many important reflections on the strategic 
opportunities/challenges landscape, principally related to collaborative working and service provision. 

On collaboration, the move to online meetings was welcomed for saving travel time, which was able  
to be allocated elsewhere,32 and for access and inclusiveness, where online spaces removed physical  
(i.e. room size) and psychological barriers to exclusion, as participants perceived a greater willingness  
to expand invitations in online settings. 

In some ways it’s maybe been a bit easier, remote working, to get people together for meetings.  
Because you’re taking out the travel time and cost. If you’re going to a meeting in the city centre that 
lasts an hour, that’s maybe two hours of staff time. On Zoom, you’re doing away with that. So there’s  
been lots of opportunities for extra collaboration. (Interview JJ)

In terms of collaboration… our access to government I mean, including Ministers and everything is 
easier because people don't travel to meetings… the speed at which you can convene things has seen 
an improvement, which I hope we retain. I also just think that people are a bit easier about being 
available. Let's say you're having a conversation about asylum seekers or NRPF people, and you ask if 
it is ok for a couple of other people from this organisation to come, and for some reason, the barrier 
to just letting a few more people into the virtual room, seems less. So, this also is about bringing in 
smaller organisations and lesser heard voices. (Interview HH)

These benefits to online working provide a significant opportunity to overcome the barriers of capacity 
issues and inclusion which were identified across the interviews as significant in preventing effective 
collaboration.

However, it is important to highlight that participants placed great importance on quality personal 
relationships, and the trust they engender, as being core to collaboration in the sector. Thus, it is unclear 
to what extent the transition to effective online working was only successful due to existing personal 
relations created through face-to-face interaction. The ‘added extras’ which flow from face-to-face 
meetings (namely, informal chats which build connection, trust and community), were deemed vital 
features by several respondents, yet are absent in online formats. Subsequently, online working is not 
without limitations and risks regarding collaboration.

I think because we work remotely and are more available online we are able to reach a larger area. 
So, we’ve been able to really work as a team across Scotland, England, and Wales, on national rather 
than on local events. So, that has increased the team effort. Because we do it all via Zoom, there’s no 
transport involved, and you can basically reach any organisation, like out of Scotland as well, so it has 
helped organisations to connect better. So, that is the good side of COVID. [But] I think the human 
connection is equally important as well, I would say more important. So, there has to be, maybe, like 
a hybrid way of working. (Interview AC)

On service provision, some participants reported that previous services which organisations carried out 
in a face-to-face format – and were considered only viable in a face-to-face format – have been delivered 
with varying degrees of success in an online format. The main benefits of online service provision that 

32 A clear parallel can be drawn to lockdown-enforced changes to bureaucratic processes to the asylum system, which have 
streamlined the process, have been beneficial for service users and have had a positive impact on organisational capacity.  
Ending mandatory travel to Liverpool and Croydon during asylum applications/appeals processes is one striking example.
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were noted across interviews related to speed and convenience, principally the omission of travel time and 
subsequent expenses for users of services. However, the ‘added extras’, which are not core to the specific 
service, such as human connection, time spent in a safe and warm space with a cup of tea, availability of 
free wifi etc. could not be replicated. Moreover, digital poverty made access to/reach of services – even if 
effective in an online format – problematic. Thus online service provision, whilst a useful supplementary 
option, does not appear well placed to take a central role going forward. Despite these challenges, the 
emphatic demonstration, due to the pandemic, of how essential digital access is to participate in society,  
is believed to have offer an opportunity to push for increased digital access:

[The pandemic] has originally been a challenge but I think it will equally be an opportunity for 
governments to recognise how important it is for people to be digitally connected and that a 
smartphone is no longer a luxury, and to be part of society these days it’s a necessity. And if the 
expectation is put on people to be part of community and to be part of society, well then you need  
to equip people with what they need in order to access that. (Interview HH)

Recommendations:
- To aid cross-organisation collaboration, the sector should continue to take advantage of the valuable 

capacity benefits from online collaborative working but protect against relationship degradation 
by adopting a hybrid system where face-to-face meetings are incorporated at strategic intervals. 
Likewise, online service provision should be supported where possible and if desired by users of the 
service, whilst appreciating the value of face-to-face provision for more holistic support. 

- Many respondents advocated that the New Scots strategy should be expanded to include a right to 
digital access (through hardware, internet connection and data) to erase structural digital poverty. 
This will: aid communication and connection with friends and family, supporting wellbeing and 
mental health; support third sector organisations to effectively connect with communities of service 
users; respond to the radical and likely permanent shifts to increased digitisation of society, which 
will require regular access to ‘smart’ devices and wifi for successful integration.

9.3 Procedures: Emergency Response and Funding 

The proliferation of emergency funding introduced to respond to the initial, acute stages of the pandemic 
had a clear impact on perceptions of inclusivity and access to funds within the sector. Two elements 
were crucial to this. First, several participants believed that the removal of face-to-face service provision 
showcased the unique value of grassroots community organisations who were able to operate more 
flexibly, and who had/could maintain vital ‘on the ground’ connections with communities seeking asylum  
and of refugee backgrounds to continue to provide essential support. Second, the urgency created 
by lockdown and government restrictions was noted to have reduced bureaucracy and ‘red tape’, 
generated quicker funding decisions and afforded greater flexibility to using funds accrued. For smaller 
organisations, these bureaucratic changes were viewed positively for their inclusiveness, in that it 
removed capacity advantages held by larger organisations within the ‘normal’ demanding application 
parameters. Thus, some respondents noted that the pandemic offered a novel opportunity for smaller 
organisations to access Scottish Government funding, demonstrate their competence and thus build 
connections with officials that were previously difficult to attain. If managed correctly, these changes 
may provide a much needed lifeline in the form of increased opportunities for funding, alongside 
widening collaborative opportunities between government and third sector organisations. 

[larger organisations don’t often] do food distribution, they don’t do cash grants, so in a way they 
were put at a little bit of a disadvantage because the focus was on practical support. It was an 
opportunity for smaller grassroots organisations to really come to the fore and to really catch the 
eye of the government and I think that’s a positive. I really do think that’s a positive. (Interview II)

Recommendations: 
- The vital role played by smaller, grassroots support organisations has been recognised emphatically 

during the pandemic. Funding bodies must make application processes as streamlined as possible, 
whilst working in partnership with representatives across the third sector to support smaller 
organisations to access funding. Funding which encourages equitable collaborative applications  
with organisations of different size and expertise, should be encouraged. 

THEME 10
Funding Models: Anti-Strategic Structures 

Funding pressures and funding models emerged as another central theme and are identified as a major 
challenge encountered by third sector organisations in Scotland. For context, general financial precarity 
in the UK asylum and refugee sector is widespread,33 as insufficient resources are met with increasing 
demands. In this study, two issues about the nature of the funding itself were identified as particularly 
significant, each of which act as a major obstacle to long-term, strategically focused work. 

First, the short-term nature of funding is deemed especially challenging for four reasons. One, the lack 
of financial security experienced by organisations creates a ‘survival mode’ operating culture, which in 
turn prevents time, energy and headspace for thinking in strategic, longer-term modes. Two, the short-
term funding models (and constant competition) creates tensions between organisations, generating 
competitive dynamics of ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ in what is a high stakes game due to the financial 
precarity of organisations. This places strain on a collectivist ethos, undermining the environment for 
collaboration. Three, pressure is placed on the already resource starved capacity, due to the constant 
requirement to search and apply for funding. Four, this model was described as advantageous for larger 
organisations who have the capacity to devote to funding searches and applications. Not only can this 
frustrate smaller organisations (again undermining a collectivist ethos), but a thriving sector depends on 
smaller, grassroots organisations flourishing (exemplified by their invaluable frontline work during the 
pandemic response). 

the work that we do is funded always on a temporary basis, a year here, a year there, maybe 
sometimes three years. So, it’s very, very difficult to plan in the longer term and there’s always a 
sense of jeopardy that we’re going to have to either reduce services or close services because we 
just don’t have the funds to keep them going. It also means that staff spend a lot of time looking for 
money that they could be using for other purposes. If we were better funded, they could use that 
time to get involved in more media work, maybe more research, more campaigning. But there’s a 
constant need to find money and to shore up what you’re doing, which is exhausting. So, that is  
a huge barrier the way that the whole thing operates. (Interview II)

I think there will always be conflict between charities because of the way that funding applications 
work… a little bit of unwillingness to collaborate, because of the way funding works. I think the 
problem with the way charities sometimes work is they direct their services towards the funding 
streams that are available. But I think, if you're able to think ten years ahead of where you want  
the sector to be, it would make more sense, to travelling down a particular path, rather than just  
zig-zagging around to different funding streams. Everyone in the city having a bit more sort of 
forward thinking, I think, would be useful. (Interview CC)

Second, the restricted nature of a significant degree of funding is also problematic, with one limitation 
being particularly important when considering strategic modes of operation. Several participants 
outlined that the dominance of restricted, ring-fenced, funding disadvantages vital, yet ‘hard to measure’ 
work, for instance, building long-term, dependable relationships with other organisations in the sector 
and with communities of people seeking asylum and of refugee backgrounds. Moreover, participants 
described a frustration with an element of the funding culture which unhelpfully favours ‘new’ initiatives, 
over essential, intrinsic, less ‘headline grabbing’ work.

[The funding system] negates community, real, real community organisation…we’re working in the 
third sector, which is a neoliberal model of applying for money in order to spend that money on a 
certain project. And when that project is then finished, the relationships and group mentality that’s 
formed within that group, is also finished. And you keep having to reinvent yourself for different 
projects. (Interview EE)

33 See, Migration Exchange, ‘Taking Stock and Facing the Future’.
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[there is a need to] create an environment where it is not just about organisational survival, 
especially for smaller community level organisations which have such a key role when you're thinking 
through how people feel connected and all that kind of stuff … [they need to not be having to] think 
about organisational survival and what is new and innovative for funding. You don't always want to 
be setting up new and innovative projects, you want to be establishing a core set of relationships 
where there is some stability in this changing landscape the entire time. (Interview PP)

In sum, the broad structure of funding models – often short-term, restricted and shifting in priority, 
while many needs remain the same, – creates a multitude of challenges for the sector.

Recommendations:
- To enable increased focus and energy on more long-term, strategic approaches, the third sector 

must continue and enhance efforts in lobbying funding bodies to increase the quantity of longer-term  
unrestricted and flexible funding. Funding bodies must make alterations to elements of their funding 
models to address these key challenges and subsequent funding needs of the sector.

- Smaller, grassroots organisations are a vital component of an effective third sector, yet they  find the 
searching and application processes particularly damaging on an already resource-starved capacity. 
Funders must consider ways to provide a more capacity-friendly means of funding acquisition. 
Moreover, they must enhance the role of lived experience in the sector, ensuring new, emerging 
organisations which are lived experience-led are not disadvantaged due to a lack of organisational 
infrastructure. This may involve the creation of more bespoke funding streams aimed at differing 
sized organisations, and/or larger organisations within the sector could partner more with smaller 
organisations and increase collaborative funding bids and project delivery.

THEME 1

From Short-Term 
to Strategy: 

Enhancing Strategic 
Approaches

THEME 6

Communications: 
Inside and Out 

THEME 2

Framing the Sector’s 
Approach: From 

Contesting to 
Construction

THEME 7

Capacity: Staff 
Focus, Staff 
Wellbeing 

THEME 3

The Scottish 
Context: Politics, 
Policy and Place

THEME 8

Lived Experience: 
Enhancing  

Co-Production  
and Leadership 

THEME 4

Strategic  
Re-positioning: 
Beyond ‘Asylum 

Seeker and Refugee’ 
Issues

THEME 9

The COVID-19 
Pandemic: Politics, 

Patterns and 
Procedures 

THEME 5

Collaboration in the 
Sector: Maximising 

Potential 

THEME 10

Funding Models: 
Anti-Strategic 

Structures

46 47Chapter 3: Main Findings and Recommendations



The largescale suffering and hardship for communities of refugees and people seeking asylum in 
Scotland and throughout the UK that the Hostile Environment policy generates is as well documented 
as it is unacceptable. This study focused on the perceived structural, strategic challenges facing, and 
potential opportunities awaiting, the third sector in Scotland in addressing the Hostile Environment 
policy and its consequences. The study aimed to accrue a wide range of views and perspectives from 
across the third sector in Scotland to enhance collective understanding across the asylum and refugee 
sector, and ultimately to aid efforts to create a more hospitable environment in Scotland (and beyond), 
where outcomes are improved for communities of refugees and people seeking asylum

The central takeaway from the study is that the most important strategic move the sector can  
make is to prioritise and enhance strategic thinking and a strategic approaches in and of themselves. 
This requires a proactive, constructive approach with greater focus on long-term, systemic changes. 
However, to be effective, this will require creativity, pooling of resources and teamwork: in short,  
wider, deeper and more effective collaboration. 

This is no easy feat, and may appear a daunting undertaking, especially in the context of major capacity 
issues, communications challenges, and problematic funding structures. However, the Scottish political 
context, namely the potential to re-position asylum and refugee issues inside wider societal issues and 
devolved competencies, alongside the political flux which has sprung from the COVID-19 pandemic, 
offer a series of major advantages and opportunities for the sector to capitalise on. 

The human necessity of refuge, and the complex challenges which people seeking asylum and people of  
refugee backgrounds face, are not likely to disappear any time soon. At the beginning of this year (2021),  
UNHCR reported that the global number of forcibly displaced people had risen to at least 82.4 million.34 
With the tragic events unfolding in Afghanistan at present, questions of refuge and asylum are set 
to remain high on the agenda of states and societies. Thus, the role that Scotland and the wider UK 
plays in supporting global refugee populations must increase to account for the ever more challenging 
landscape and increasing numbers of people in need of support and welcome. With an aging, declining 
population being a core challenge facing Scotland, immigration is an essential component of a long-term 
demographic and economic strategy – thus the diverse skills refugee populations possess35 sit as a 
major opportunity for Scotland.

However, the launch of the UK Government’s ‘Borders Bill’ in 2021 lays out a concerning, yet not 
unsurprising, direction of travel that looks set to reinforce and exacerbate the hardship of communities of  
refugees and people seeking asylum in Scotland and across the wider UK. Thus, structural, deep-seated  
change is required to make positive, sustainable improvements. As the driver of rights-based, 
compassionate asylum and refugee policy, the third sector cannot afford to react and instead must seize 
the initiative. It is hoped that the information detailed in this study can support the sector, alongside 
their key partners across government in Scotland as well as all other interested stakeholders, to make 
these required changes a reality.

34 UNHCR, ‘Figures at a glance’, available: https://www.unhcr.org/uk/figures-at-a-glance.html (accessed: 02.09.21)
35 Betts, A. (2021) The Wealth of Refugees; Karyotis et al. (2018) ‘Building a New Life in Britain’.
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