Sanctuary to Sanction: Asylum Seekers, Refugees and Welfare Conditionality in the UK
Lisa Scullion

Successive UK Governments have introduced a raft of legislation that has reduced the level of support
for asylum seekers, whilst simultaneously attaching conditions to the receipt of this support. While
refugee status brings people into the mainstream welfare system and provides them with similar
rights as UK citizens, very little is known about how they experience the conditionality and sanctions
inherent within this system. Drawing upon new data from longitudinal interviews with refugees, this
paper explores their experiences of navigating the mainstream social security system and raises
questions about the ethicality of the application of conditionalityfor forced migrants.*

Introduction

The linking of access to social security benefits to particular conditions has increasingly become a
feature of UK welfare policies, and conditionality in the treatment of migrants can be seen as part of
this wider trend.? Over the last 20 years, successive governments have introduced a raft of
immigration and asylum policies that have strengthened the long-established link between
immigration status and rights to residence, work and welfare for different groups of migrants.?
Analysis of this legislation* demonstrates the multiple levels of conditionality that operate within the
context of migration, with conditions of category, circumstance and conduct® all being implemented
to restrict access to social security benefits for non-citizens.® Indeed, conditionality operates at both
macro and micro levels for migrants in the UK.” In-migration is regulated through a complex “tiering
of entitlement” dependent upon socio-legal status® and nowhere is this “tiered entitlement” more
evident than in relation to forced migrants, as national governments have created “complex
multilevel networks of governance to keep forced migrants out and/or to provide meagre levels of
welfare for those who enter their territory”.° Through successive legislation, the UK has created a
two-tier system that separates those seeking asylum from mainstream social security provision, with
a diverse range of conditions attached relating to the receipt of financial assistance, but also in
relation to provision of accommodation and access to the labour market. For asylum seekers who
are subsequently granted refugee status or leave to remain, conditionality then features as they are
potentially subject to the “conditions of conduct”? or behavioural conditionality!! inherent within
the mainstream social security system, e.g. as “jobseekers”.

Concerns have been raised around the impact of conditionality on refugees, with particular
reference to the potential disproportionate impact of the enhanced benefit sanctions regime
operating within the contemporary UK social security system.'? There are also broader concerns
around the responsiveness of mainstream employment support to the needs of refugees, with
suggestions that the “work first” approach that dominates the benefits system may conflict with
supporting refugees who are “harder to help”, particularly those with limited English language
skills.’®> However, there remains little understanding of how refugees experience the UK’s highly
conditional social security system. The aim of this article is therefore to provide unique insights into
the impacts and ethicality of this system through analysis of qualitative longitudinal interviews with
refugees as they navigate their social security benefit claims over a period of two years. The article is
in two parts. The first part provides a brief overview of how legislation over the last two decades has
systematically separated asylum seekers from mainstream welfare provisions, providing limited and
increasingly conditional support.!* This enables us to understand the constrained context within
which refugees first experience welfare support within the UK. In the second part, drawing upon
new data from repeat interviews with > refugees (39 interviews in total), the paper explores two
specific aspects of their accounts: first, the reality of their lives within the “sanctions-backed”?®
conditional UK social security system; and second, perceptions of the ethicality of applying benefit
sanctions to those seeking refuge within the UK.



“Bogus” asylum seekers and “genuine” refugees: The development of divergent rights

Following the arrival of increasing numbers of “spontaneous” asylum seekers during the
1990s/2000s, the issue of asylum became a major concern, not just in the UK, but across the whole
of Western Europe. These migrants were compared to previous refugee movements (including those
from specific organised programmes) in that they had three distinct characteristics: they were
increasingly arriving from the Global South; participants had less in common culturally with
Europeans than previous arrivals; and, some arrived clandestinely without appropriate papers.*® In
terms of public perception, asylum seekers came to represent a new “moral panic”,*” with
distinctions being made between “genuine” refugees, deemed worthy of sympathy and support, and

“bogus” asylum seekers whose claims were “a tissue of lies”.18

Since the introduction of the Asylum and Immigration Appeals Act 1993, the UK has seen a
succession of legislation that has restricted entry to the UK, whilst simultaneously reducing the social
welfare rights of those who do manage to enter the country. The 1993 Act introduced fingerprinting
of asylum seekers, the curtailment of rights to social housing, and a declaration that those whose
asylum claims had been turned down would have only 48 hours in which to lodge an appeal. Three
years later, the Asylum and Immigration Act 1996 was introduced, adopting what has been
described as a “twin track onslaught”.?® The first “track” focused on controlling entry to the UK
through measures such as the “White List” (a register of countries identified as “safe” from which
asylum claims were likely to be deemed unfounded) and criminal sanctions for those found helping
asylum seekers into the UK. The second “track” related to social security provision and employment
rights for asylum seekers, creating a distinction between those who applied at “port of entry” who
were entitled to benefits (set at 90% Income Support (IS) level), and those who applied “in country”,
or those appealing a negative decision who would not be entitled to benefits. Responsibility for this
latter group fell onto local authorities under the 1948 National Assistance Act s.21, with families and
unaccompanied minors supported under the provisions of the 1989 Children Act and receiving “in
kind” support such as food vouchers. As noted above, the basis of this distinction was a perception
that “genuine” asylum seekers would declare themselves as soon as they reached the UK. With
reference to employment, the 1996 Act also declared that asylum seekers were unable to work until
they had been resident in the UK for six months; s.8 additionally stating that employers found hiring
people without appropriate documentation would be subject to fines of up to £5000.

The Labour Party offered only moderate opposition to the 1996 Act to avoid accusations of being
“soft” on immigration.?’ Indeed, when elected in 1997, it soon became evident that the New Labour
Government would not only build on earlier legislation but also continue the narrative of the
“bogus” asylum seeker.?! For example, the 1998 White Paper Firmer, Faster, Fairer—A Modern
Approach to Immigration and Asylum, stated that “There is no doubt that the asylum system is being
abused by those seeking to migrate for purely economic reasons”.?? Consequently, they introduced
the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999, with the objective of “establishing a system that discourages
and rigorously tests asylum claims”.?® Although this Act introduced measures to speed up the asylum
process, the most significant element focused on the introduction of a separate system of basic
social assistance and accommodation provision for asylum seekers. This Act created the National
Asylum Support Service (NASS), which had overall responsibility over eligibility decisions,
administration of support and the implementation of a new “no-choice” system of dispersal. As
such, asylum seekers unable to support themselves faced a compulsory move to another region.?*
The intention of this programme was to alleviate the “burden” of assistance in areas of high
demand, such as London and the South East, where the “spatial concentration” of asylum seekers
was regarded as problematic.” The creation of NASS meant that asylum seekers were separated
from mainstream welfare, with financial support provided through a voucher scheme (at 70%
Income Support (IS) level), which could only be spent at designated supermarkets.



In many ways, the New Labour Government’s approach increased the problematisation of asylum
and increased the stigma associated with being an “asylum seeker”.?® The Nationality, Immigration
and Asylum Act 2002 saw the abandonment of voucher payments and the reintroduction of cash
payments (albeit still at 70% IS level). Significantly, however, it reinstated the “White List” and
introduced an Application Registration Card (ARC) to be carried by those seeking asylum and
containing photo, fingerprints and employment status. The New Labour Government also continued
its commitment to dispersal, with proposals to build Accommodation Centres in rural areas; an idea
criticised for further segregating asylum seekers from mainstream services.?”” Furthermore, with
reference to employment, the right to work after six months was withdrawn, with access to the
labour market only permitted if and when refugee status was granted. However, the most
contentious element of this Act was the withdrawal of support for “in country” applicants. Echoing
the distinctions between “in country” and “port of entry” applicants created in the Asylum and
Immigration Act 1996, s.55 of the 2002 Act stated, asylum applicants would only receive support
from NASS if they applied for asylum “as soon as reasonably practicable” after arrival in the UK. The
impact of s.55 was an increase in destitution amongst asylum seekers, particularly when coupled
with restrictions on the right to work.?® However, s.55 came under scrutiny in 2003 following a ruling
from the High Court, which found it in breach of human rights.?

Regardless, the New Labour Government continued their restrictive stance apace with the Asylum
and Immigration (Treatment of Claimants etc) Act 2004, which included provisions restricting asylum
seekers’ rights of appeal and access to higher courts; created new penalties for people arriving
without documentation; increased removals to “safe” third countries; and augmented the powers of
immigration officers to arrest and detain migrants. Section 9 of the Act was particularly controversial
as it enabled the removal of support for families whose asylum claim had failed, leaving some with
the “impossible choice of destitution or deportation”.3° Additionally, s.10 of the Act also introduced
a new regulation for failed asylum seekers that stated the continued provision of accommodation
would be “conditional upon his (sic) performance of or participation in community activities ... that
appear to the Secretary of State to be beneficial to the public or a section of the public”. This Act
was followed swiftly by the Immigration, Asylum and Nationality Act 2006, which focused less on
asylum and more on refining the immigration system in line with New Labour’s “managed
migration” agenda®! and the UK Borders Act 2007, which emphasised an increase in resources for
enforcement. Just two years later, the Government introduced the Borders, Citizenship and
Immigration Act 2009, which strengthened border controls but also amended naturalisation rules by
introducing the concept of “earned citizenship”, whereby an additional period of probationary
citizenship would apply to those seeking citizenship—including refugees—but could be accelerated
through the demonstration of “active citizenship” (i.e. the “activity condition”).3? However, to a
certain extent, the notion of “earned citizenship” was already a feature for refugees through the
existing Refugee Integration Strategy,>* which “applied rights and responsibilities as a policy to
refugees”.3 The 2009 Act therefore extended this to all migrants seeking citizenship in the UK. This
represented Labour’s final piece of immigration legislation before their electoral defeat in 2010.
Since then, under the Coalition and subsequent Conservative administrations, the UK has seen the
introduction of the Immigration Act 2014 and Immigration Act 2016, both of which advocated a
“deport first, appeal later” approach.3> With regards to asylum support, however, the provision that
raised most concern related to the repeal of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999 s.4. Section 4
enabled the provision of accommodation and support for “failed” asylum seekers; however, under
the 2016 Act, support is restricted to only those with a “genuine obstacle to removal” including the
potential to remove support for families.

The legislation outlined above has established what has been described as a “hostile environment”
for migrants more broadly, and asylum seekers and refugees in particular.®® For those seeking



asylum, restrictions on access to work creates a situation of “forced welfare dependency”?” with
asylum seekers identified as “undeserving”, while simultaneously “denied the means (employment)
by which to join the ‘deserving’”.3® The UK opted into a European Directive in 2005, which enables
asylum seekers to apply for permission to work if they have waited for over 12 months for an initial
decision on their asylum claim, and are not considered responsible for the delay in decision making.
However, access to the labour market after the first 12 months is still restricted, with people only
able to take up jobs that feature on the shortage occupation list.*° The enforced institutionalised
welfare dependency of asylum seekers is not only detrimental to the process of integration*! but
also runs counter to the focus of successive UK governments’ policy of moving people off welfare
into paid employment.*? As such:

“While welfare reform more broadly focuses on getting people into work through tackling
the root causes of unemployment and seeking at all costs to prevent long-term
unemployment, asylum policy creates a class of long-term unemployed, some of whom are
later expected to suddenly enter the labour market at short notice.”*

However, while a “positive change of sociolegal status may bring access to the same social security
rights as other citizens ... these are essentially rights to limited and increasingly conditional social
assistance benefits”** within the mainstream system. Thus, while there is a perception that those
granted refugee status or leave to remain may be “better off” than those within the asylum system,
or indeed “better off” than the circumstances that led them to seek refuge in the first place, little is
known about the impact or ethicality of welfare conditionality in relation to refugees in the UK.

Methods

The analysis below draws upon new data generated in three waves of semi-structured interviews
with 16 refugees living in England and Scotland. The interviews were carried out between 2014 and
2017, as part of a large-scale repeat qualitative longitudinal panel study focusing on the
effectiveness and ethicality of welfare conditionality across a range of policy areas.*® Qualitative
longitudinal research (QLR) is a valuable methodological approach that moves away from providing a
“snapshot” of experiences, to explore people’s “varied and changing fortunes” over a period of
time,* providing an opportunity to understand the ways in which people respond to, and use, the
welfare services available to them.*

The fieldwork was underpinned by the principles of informed consent and anonymity. As such,
before each interview, individuals were provided with a participant information sheet, given the
opportunity to ask questions and made aware of their right to withdraw from the study at any time.
Written consent forms were used to reiterate understandings of consent and to ensure anonymity,
each participant was assigned a code. Language support (e.g. interpreters, translated materials) was
also available for participants, when required. The interviews were carried out at locations
convenient for participants, including, community/support agency offices, cafes and people’s own
homes (where appropriate). All participants received a £20 shopping voucher after each interview as
a thank you for their time. The interviews were audio recorded, with participants’ permission,
transcribed verbatim and translated into English, where required. Thematic analysis48 of each
refugee transcript across all three waves was carried out. To aid storage and retrieval of data a QSR
NVivo software package was used.

The participants came from a range of countries.* The length of time people had been living in the
UK varied from six months to up to 15 years, with the majority living here for around two to three
years. The length of time people were within the asylum system before being granted refugee status
varied from two months to two years; two participants had come to the UK through a refugee
resettlement programme. All of the participants were adults with experience of claiming social



security benefits at the time of the first wave of interviews (2014), with the majority (13
participants) claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance (JSA), one person claiming Universal Credit (UC) and
one claiming Employment and Support Allowance (ESA). The exception was one participant who had
very recently been granted refugee status and was in the transition period awaiting their National
Insurance Number (NINO) to enable them to claim JSA. Their experience is included within the
analysis, however, as it illustrates important issues around the transition from asylum support to
mainstream welfare.

The analysis that follows is based on 39 interviews in total: 16 at wave a, 13 at wave b and ten at
wave ¢, with attrition across the three waves a common feature of longitudinal research.>® While the
analysis focuses on the temporal dimension, in those cases where there is no wave b or c interview,
the accounts are still included within the discussion given the important reflections that were made
on initial interactions with the welfare systems in the UK. The transition period that some experience
moving from asylum support to mainstream benefits is explored, along with comparisons between
the conditionality inherent in both systems. The discussion then focuses specifically on experiences
of benefit sanctions, including perceptions of the ethicality of the application of sanctions in the case
of forced migrants.

Out of the frying pan and into the fire? Refugees’ experiences of the UK social security system

With the exception of the small number of respondents who had arrived through refugee
resettlement schemes, the majority had experienced a period of time as “asylum seekers” within the
UK. Previous research has highlighted that the transition time (28 days) for those moving from
asylum support to mainstream systems is insufficient>?, with concerns around the “administrative
destitution”>? that can be experienced during this period:

“Securing a National Insurance Number (NINO) and bank account, applying for and receiving
benefits payments, and finding a new home within a 28-day timeframe is extremely
challenging, even without consideration of the language barriers, physical and mental health
needs, childcare responsibilities, lack of knowledge of the system, and lack of means or
support networks that many refugees must contend with.”>3

Reflecting on their own transition from asylum support, it was evident that respondents had indeed
experienced these challenges. One respondent was actually homeless and living in temporary
accommodation at wave a, having very recently been granted refugee status. She was still awaiting
her NINO so she could then claim JSA, and was relying on food bank provision in the interim. She
described asylum support as being favourable when compared to her current “limbo” between NASS
and the mainstream welfare system:

“Because | got status, | was not in asylum [system] so they [Home Office] told [me] this is not
their responsibility. Now | need to go to the council, | need to go to benefits, | need to go on
Jobseeker’s. They told [me] like this... Now here [temporary accommodation] the people are
trying to sort out my benefits. This is still in process because | have not my national
insurance number still. They were trying to give me emergency support but they told me,
they called me, that they cannot give because I’'m not eligible. They cannot give the
emergency support without a national insurance number. So there’s no money ... they are
giving for me food vouchers for the food bank ... the food voucher, obviously this is food for
me, but this is not fresh things. Tinned food and this | can use, but my baby, what do | give
my baby? There’s no fresh milk ... Before when | was living in NASS so | was using fresh fruit,
fresh meat, everything fresh.” (Refugee female, wave a, awaiting NINO to claim JSA)



Although we were unable to re-contact this respondent for follow up interviews, a number of other
respondents who took part in subsequent waves of interviews were able to reflect on the process of
transitioning into the mainstream benefits system. Alongside the difficulties related to the initial
transition period noted above, their accounts demonstrated their real time experiences as they
navigated the highly conditional UK benefits system. The parallels between the conditionality they
experienced within the immigration and asylum system and that experienced subsequently within
the mainstream social security system are striking. Comparisons were made in relation to the
“reporting” requirements, but also a “doubt” narrative that was perceived to pervade in the
approaches of both immigration officers and Jobcentre Plus advisors. A refugee man, for example,
reflected on this issue when talking about his experience of JSA:

“From my asylum seeker to Jobseeker ... It's the same as when | was an asylum seeker; you
had to report every now and again, report to the immigration office. You know? If you don't,
then that’s it, it’s a red flag on you. It’s a red flag and that might affect the money that you
get from them ... So it’s the same in the job seeking ... So those conditions, they’re rather
humiliating sometimes. They’re humiliating to an extent. There’s this doubt in them ... these
people [Jobcentre Plus] they—it seems they are looking for, their mind is like you know, the
mind of an immigration officer. His mind is just looking for what, for every case, to refuse
maybe status or papers. They’re just looking for just a small fault.” (Refugee male, wave a)

Following his wave a interview, he moved into employment and was working 50 hours per week
over two jobs (including shift work) for the remainder of the fieldwork. While he was motivated to
find work, and indeed had undertaken voluntary work during his asylum claim (because he was not
permitted to undertake paid work), working 50 hours was challenging but he explained that he had
felt increasingly “under pressure” from Jobcentre Plus to take any form of employment or face the
penalty of a benefit sanction:

“It’s so stressful. So when | got my papers [refugee status] and | went on to claim
Jobseeker’s Allowance this issue of reporting it still continued. So for me | had to do it
because they wanted me to do it. If | had a choice | wouldn’t have done it. They’re always
suspicious. So, ‘Are you looking for a job or do you just want to get some money for free?’ ...
| was self-motivated by myself not by them. | went to them because | needed the money ... It
was always on my mind. It was something that always keeps on ringing in your mind that
someone out there is watching how | do things ... and whenever | reported to them | would
have had to have done something to please them. So, it kept me thinking quite a lot what if
they just find fault where there is no fault and stop giving me money? ... | don’t know how to
reconcile that because for me | was self-motivated to find a job, but also there was a fear
that they might just find fault with my behaviour and sanction me.” (Refugee male, wave c)

The recurrent threat of being sanctioned loomed large within his, and many other refugees’
accounts. Indeed, half of the refugee respondents (eight people) had experienced a benefit sanction,
with an additional three people referring to being threatened with a sanction. Reasons for being
sanctioned—or threatened with a sanction—primarily related to failure to undertake their specified
job search activities or missing pre-arranged appointments or mandated training. It was evident that
the complexity of the UK social security system, combined with language barriers, increased the
likelihood of people being threatened with a benefit sanction or one being applied. What was
significant was the contradiction in how Jobcentre Plus appeared to approach the issue of language.
As such, while language acquisition was prioritised initially, the “work first” agenda became evident
in subsequent interviews. For example, a man who had arrived through a refugee resettlement
programme had only been in the UK for around six months at wave a and described himself as
“illiterate”. Although he had received initial language support through the resettlement programme,



as part of his JSA claim he had subsequently been mandated to attend an English language course as
a condition of his JSA claim. When he failed to attend one day due to ill health he was threatened
with a benefit sanction:

“l was sick, and then the college informed [Jobcentre Plus] and | was told, like they just
[asked] me why | was absent from the college? And they told me if that happens again they
will [sanction me] ... it impacts [on] you because I’'m new to this country and when | was
threatened, yes, because anything can happen, we are humans, you can get sick ... Now |
know that | have to present an evidence and inform the school ... | have learned something,
that | have to be careful.” (Refugee male, wave a, interviewed with an interpreter)

At his wave b interview, he was still claiming JSA although he had worked as a cleaner for a short
time in the intervening period. He felt that his English language skills were still poor and that they
represented a significant barrier to achieving sustainable employment. However, it was evident that
the approach of his Jobcentre Plus adviser had shifted away from his acquisition of basic language
skills to prioritising extensive work search activities. This included mandating him to the Work
Programme.>* He therefore found himself in a cycle of “counter-productive compliance”>®> whereby
he was required to apply for jobs (under threat of benefit sanction for failure to do as instructed),
but found that he was being rejected by employers because his English language skills were not
sufficient to meet their workplace needs:

“They [Jobcentre Plus] said, ‘Yes, you are a young man; you have to find work. If you want,
you can work and also learn. It’s not our problem going to college. We don’t care if you go to
college; we want you to find work’ ... They tell me, ‘You have to find a job, any job. We want
you to find a job and stop claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance’ ... they [Work Programme
provider] give me details of different companies, but when the company called me | could
not understand them ... they [Work Programme provider] called for me on my behalf to the
company and the company asked them to give them my number so that they could call later.
So the company calls me when | am at home or on the street. That’s when the problem
comes ...Would you employ somebody who doesn’t speak the language? ... some of them
are calling me for interview and when they see me, the level of my language, they say, ‘We
can’t’ ... either they [Jobcentre Plus] have to be lenient until [I've] learned the language or
they have to find me work that does not require language skills.” (Refugee male, wave b,
interviewed with an interpreter)

No more “safe haven”? Refugees’ reflections on the ethicality of sanctions

While many refugee respondents had experienced universally negative impacts from the threat and
implementation of a benefit sanction they were often broadly supportive of conditionality, and
indeed, in some cases appeared “accepting” that sanctions were simply part of the UK social security
system. However, respondents questioned the ethicality of sanctioning refugees, particularly as it
was an approach that was perceived to run counter to the protection that they thought the UK
would provide to refugees. One woman, for example, described being sanctioned for not meeting
the job search requirements of her JSA claim. She explained that she applied for ten jobs but that
her Jobcentre Plus advisor had not believed her. Following what was described as a “shaming”
appointment with her advisor, she had received a letter informing her that her benefit would be
stopped:

“She checked the computer. Straightaway she said to me, ‘We didn’t find anything, you're
lying’ ... I said, ‘Listen, | applied for ten jobs. You have to check the system. If you want more
proof about it, | will bring you later on. Are you happy for that?’ ‘No, I’'m not happy for that’.



She was screaming, and all the people they hear about it. | feel shame, because, you know,
the people are looking at you ... | really cried. | said, ‘I wish | never claim Jobseeker’s
Allowance’ ... She said, ‘Okay, then, now just go’, that’s what she’s saying to me. ‘What do
you mean, go? | applied all the ten jobs, and you’re not believing me’. ‘No, I’'m not believing
you, you're lying’. I'm shocked. ‘Can | sign it now?’ that’s what | said. ‘Yes, you can sign here,
but no money, and your Housing Benefit will be stopping as well’ ... Then the next day |
receive a letter saying that you didn’t apply any jobs ... we’ve stopped it, everything.”
(Refugee woman, wave a)

Subsequently at her wave b interview, she relayed how she had begun claiming Carer’s Allowance
after taking on a role as a carer for an elderly neighbour. Although this resulted in a financial loss,
she saw this as preferable to claiming JSA where she would be subject to the possibility of a repeat
sanction for non-compliance:

“If I lose this Carer’s Allowance, you will go back to the Jobcentre and |
didn’t want to go back to the Jobcentre ... When you think going back to the
Jobcentre or doing the Carer’s Allowance and getting nothing, better staying
with the Carer’s Allowance and getting nothing, | prefer.” (Refugee woman,
wave b)

By the time of her final interview, she had stopped her caring role and had taken a permanent
cleaning job, again to ensure that she did not have to return to JSA. Reflecting on her experience,
she raised the question that while the UK is often perceived to be a nation that provides safe haven
for refugees, the welfare system actively undermines these feelings of safety:

“It was really the hardest time, even sometimes | decide not to stay [in the UK] ... In the UK
and | was thinking, you know, just the people think we live in a safe country, but the other
hand you need to think about, yes, it’s a safe country but you’re not safe when you're
homeless ... You’re not safe when you have not something to eat, so what’s the safeness?”
(Refugee woman, wave c)

This respondent was not alone in their confusion at the provision of “safety” on the one hand, while
experiencing the removal of the “safety net” on the other. One man had come to the UK through a
refugee resettlement programme. As an older person (in his late 50s), with no English language
skills, he had struggled to understand the requirements of his JSA claim. As such, he had experienced
a number of benefit sanctions. He had also been mandated to attend the Work Programme. In both
his interactions with Jobcentre Plus and the Work Programme provider, appropriate language
support was seldom provided. On an occasion when an interpreter had been provided, he had also
been warned that—despite the fact that he was not computer literate—he was not allowed support
from his family with his job search activities:

“When my benefit was sanctioned for the first time, maybe in January or February, | had to
stay in the Jobcentre Plus for a long time with the advisor and | had been given an
interpreter also. The interpreter told me, “‘When did you look for this kind of work? Actually
you must have to do it by yourself. Why did you take help from your daughter? Your
daughter looks for work for you, that’s not for you. Actually, if the daughter looks for work
for you, that is only for the daughter, not for you, you have to do it by yourself’. | said that |
hadn’t seen a computer in my country, yes, | saw a computer just after coming to the UK
only and | don’t know how to operate the computer so | do take help from my daughter, she
helps me to look for work.” (Refugee male, wave a, interviewed with an interpreter)



Later reflecting on his experience of being sanctioned, he described a sense of confusion and
disappointment at the “promises” made to take care of him and his family as refugees through the
resettlement programme, whilst experiencing quite the opposite when faced with “the harsh
realities of life at the sharp end of the British social security system”>®:

“l don’t think it’s fair to sanction because they brought us here from a refugee camp. They
told us that they would take every care [of] us but then also they stopped our money and
there’s nothing to eat and like that for, to our own family. Why did they do so? We are trying
our best from our side, because of the language barrier, because of the new place; we don’t
know anything.” (Refugee male, wave b, interviewed with an interpreter)

He remained on JSA across the two year period of the fieldwork interviews, but was hoping that,
given his age, he would eventually “get rid of this ... looking for work” (Refugee male, wave c,
interviewed with an interpreter) and be able to claim a pension.

Finally, concerns were raised around the lack of understanding of the wider circumstances of
refugees that can impact on their ability to meet the conditions of their benefits claim. This related
to physical and mental health issues that have been experienced as part of the forced migration
process, but also the stress some people faced when separated from family members. A refugee
man, for example, at wave a was torn between his happiness at receiving refugee status in the UK,
while experiencing the anxiety of not knowing where his wife and daughter were. He had been
sanctioned quite quickly when he first claimed JSA, which he attributed to a combination of not
understanding the system but also not being able to focus properly due to his fear for his family:

“He was very happy. He said he was extremely happy. Some of his friends they came here
and they don’t have any [refugee] status yet. But when he got his status ... he was very
excited ... But he doesn’t know where his wife and his child is ... He went to British Red Cross
and he discusses this matter with them and they told them that if he heard from his wife he
has to inform them ... Apart from that he cannot locate her ... There is not any physical
disabilities. But nowadays, because he’s thinking about his family and it’s very distressful and
sometimes he is very stressed when he’s thinking about the whereabouts of his family.
Because he was new to the country he didn’t know all the systems, how it went, so it was
very difficult for him ... one day he missed his appointment to sign and when he went the
next day they sanctioned him for a month ... he was thinking about his wife and his child so
he couldn’t focus that day, so he explained everything to the Jobcentre ... There was an
interpreter to help him communicate to the Jobcentre and he explained everything to them
and they said, ‘Okay, sign on that box’. He signed it but they sanction him anyway ... instead
of sanctioning him on the first day it would be better if they gave him some kind of
warning.” (Refugee male, wave a, interviewed with an interpreter)

When interviewed at wave b, he was still on JSA and his wife and child had been located, but his
attempt at family reunification had been rejected as he could not provide proof of marriage. Indeed,
a number of participants talked about spouses and children being left in countries of origin, other
third countries; or their whereabouts being unknown. Other participants had also made attempts at
family reunification in the UK; some had been successful while others had been denied. However, it
was evident that the impact of these wider experiences of loss and separation on peoples’ ability to
manage the day-to-day demands of the conditional social security system were seldom taken into
consideration by Jobcentre Plus advisors.



Conclusions

There are multiple and overlapping levels of conditionality for migrants in the UK, with conditions of
“category”, “circumstance” and “conduct”®’ all operating to restrict access to social security benefits
for non-citizens.*® For those seeking sanctuary in the UK, a two tier system has been created, with

asylum seekers separated from mainstream provision. When coupled with restrictions on access to

the paid labour market, asylum seekers face a situation of “forced welfare dependency”,*® which is

at odds with the “activationist plus”® approach that dominates UK welfare policy (and that of many
other EU Member States). Asylum seekers who are granted refugee status face a transition from the
separate system of asylum support into the mainstream social security system. While it is clear that
this change in socio-legal status provides refugees with access to broadly the same basic rights to
social assistance as UK citizens, they are subject to the strict behavioural conditionality now inherent
within UK social security. As such, eligibility to continued receipt of work related benefits is
dependent upon engaging with mandatory, work focused interviews, training and support schemes
and/or job search requirements, with failure to do so leading to benefit sanctions.®! For some
refugees, this move simply represents replacing one highly conditional system of basic welfare for
another, where surveillance and reporting remains the norm and immigration officers are replaced
by Jobcentre Plus advisors. For others, language barriers and difficulties understanding and meeting
the work focused requirements of their on-going benefit claims combine to create a situation
whereby sanctions, or the threat of sanctions, is commonplace. However, the experiences of
conditionality and in particular the use of sanctions highlighted in this paper raise questions about
the ethicality of such an approach. More specifically, while the granting of refugee status brought an
initial sense of safety and security, the accounts of refugees in this study demonstrate how
subsequent experiences of navigating the mainstream benefits system often erode these feelings,
particularly when support is removed due to the application of a benefit sanction. For some, this
called into question why they had been granted refugee status in the UK in the first place, and in
some cases there was a strong sense of a “broken promise” in relation to the support that they
thought the UK would provide for those seeking sanctuary.
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