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Key Points

1. Housing plays an 
important and positive 
role in the lives of 
refugees. However, 
the overwhelming 
evidence points to 
many ways in which 
housing harms 
refugees. These 
include reception 
centres that offer 
poor environments, 
poorly implemented dispersal and independent housing that is 
often of poor quality, unaffordable or both. This often entrenches 
the inequalities that pervade the lives of refugees. 

2. Many of the inequalities relating to housing are embedded 
into the implementation of housing systems for refugees. 
This often results in the perpetuation and deepening of 
inequalities, increases the risk of homelessness and destitution, 
makes integration more challenging and results in refugees 
needing more support from the welfare system for longer. 
Evidence suggests that the more support refugees can 
draw on in the initial stages of settlement, the better their 
housing, and related, outcomes are.

3. Political will, policy consistency, practitioner actions and the 
capacity of frontline organisations all play a key role in whether 
or not housing can facilitate or inhibit good outcomes for 
refugees. Ensuring the housing system is fair for the most 
vulnerable will make the system better for everyone.

4. The experiences of refugees have much in common with those 
of other vulnerable groups; however, refugees are typically 
multiply disadvantaged. The refugee experience is one 
where there is a lack of familiarity with welfare and housing 
systems, where discrimination and racism are a part of everyday 
experience and where the pre-migration experiences of 
refugees are often laden with trauma. 

5. There are major information gaps relating to a number of 
areas, which include issues such as the impact of reception 
centres on mental health and wellbeing, the long-term housing 
trajectories of refugees, the sheer diversity of the refugee 
housing experience, how different approaches to housing 
policy can lead to different housing outcomes, how housing 
organisations can be more effectively brought into refugee policy 
development, settlement and discussions.

   (Source: iStock)
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Background 
This research digest has been 
developed in order to summarise 
the available evidence on what is 
known of the impact of housing on 
refugees with relevance to the 
United Kingdom (UK) context. It is 
aimed at those in leadership and 
management roles in the housing 
and social welfare sectors, 
particularly those in local 
authorities and housing 
organisations. It should also be of 
interest to leaders and elected 
members with responsibility for 
housing, neighbourhoods and 
equalities.
There is a substantial body of 
research exploring the impact of 
housing on the lives of refugees. 
This research stretches from the 
impact of the administration of 
housing systems as it pertains to 
refugees to the experience of 
housing conditions and long-term 
housing pathways. Despite the 
critical role played by housing in 
the lives of refugees and the 
extent of the literature on the topic, 
there remains a lack of 
understanding about how housing 

systems contribute to increasing 
the inequalities faced by refugees, 
how refugees experience different 
forms of housing and what gaps 
there are in our knowledge base. 
The digest draws on an extensive 
scoping study that systematically 
identified 118 separate items of 
evidence drawn from the UK and 
from relevant non-UK sources. 
Within this digest, we recognise 
that for many refugees their 
settlement experience is part of a 
continuum, which includes a 
period of time awaiting a decision 
on their status. Their experience 
of settlement as a refugee is thus 
entangled with their experience 
whilst waiting for refugee status. 
Accordingly, our focus includes 
those seen as asylum seekers, as 
well as recognised refugees. 

Policies of ‘housing-led’ 
dispersal
A large part of the literature 
focuses on the housing-led policy 
of dispersal, which has been a 
feature of the immigration and 
asylum system for over two 
decades in the UK but is also a 
feature of the policy of other 

states, including Canada, 
Australia and Denmark. However, 
it is the UK experience that 
dominates the literature on the 
topic. The overwhelming 
consensus is that dispersal in the 
UK and the way in which the 
system is implemented place 
individual asylum seekers in 
vulnerable positions. Studies that 
have examined a decade or more 
of dispersal have described 
negative impacts arising due to 
the movement of people to areas 
that had little experience of 
accommodating diversity and 
difference and were already 
deprived, where the refugee 
support infrastructure was missing 
or embryonic and the available 
housing was of poor quality.1 
These papers underlined the 
presence of links between the 
implementation of the policy of 
dispersal and the mental health of 
asylum seekers, which related to 
elements such as poor housing 
conditions, housing insecurity, 
constraints on mobility, 
discrimination and harassment in 
the local area, a lack of a sense of 
safety, a lack of specific support 

(formal and informal) and the 
absence of meaningful social 
connections.

The administration of 
asylum seeker and refugee 
housing systems
Across the available evidence, a 
large number of studies focus 
directly and indirectly on offering a 
critique of the administration of 
asylum seeker and refugee 
housing and welfare systems. The 
emphasis tends to be on the 
complexity of the systems as 
experienced by new refugees,2 
which is primarily due to the 
differences in the way that welfare 
systems work between different 
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countries. In terms of housing 
systems specifically, a growing 
body of work is critical about the 
insecurity embedded in these 
systems, highlighting the 
disadvantages of having the 
private sector engaged in the 
management of the asylum 
system. Like other areas of public 
policy, this has been seen to lead 
to the placement of asylum 
seekers in cheaper, lower-quality 
housing as part of the asylum 
support package.3 4 A number of 
studies have focused on the role 
of agencies that help refugees 
navigate these systems and 
political structures.4 5 6  Such 
agencies have variable success, 
with a number of studies urging 
those in the public sector, but 
occasionally the voluntary and 
community sector, to do more to 
help.7 8 9 10 A number of studies 
identified that where changes 
were made to practice these were 
seen as peripheral or temporary 
solutions as opposed to broader 
structural changes.3 4 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 

18 19 20

Initial accommodation
Accommodation that is used 
upon initial arrival in a new 
country following an asylum claim 
or, in some cases, as part of the 
resettlement of refugees on 
sponsored programmes is 
referred to by a variety of terms, 
including temporary 
accommodation, initial 
accommodation and reception 
centres. Most of the evidence 
about the impact of initial 
accommodation is non-UK-
based. The accommodation units 
that appear in the literature tend 
to be centralised and often 
repurposed buildings such as 
former health or social care 
institutions, hostels, former hotels 
or decommissioned military 
institutions. Where these centres 
are described in the literature, 
they are often portrayed as 
poor-quality buildings, which 
frames the context, and 
residents, as unwelcoming and 
dangerous.21 22 The literature 
holds a view, generally consistent 
with broader research in the field, 
that such centres are in poor 
condition and basic and, as a 

result, have a negative impact on 
the mental health of asylum 
seekers and refugees,23 24 with a 
number of papers asserting their 
role in the dehumanisation and 
social exclusion of their 
residents.22 25 Studies cited poor 
conditions as being endemic, 
leading to issues such as a lack of 
privacy23 26 and autonomy,23 
disturbed sleep26 27 and fear of 
harassment and discrimination,26 
which contribute to elevated 
stress and anxiety for residents. 
In turn, rules and restrictions 
within such centres have 
reportedly rendered parents 
powerless when raising their 
children.21 Similarly, studies in 
Norway and Denmark reported 
poor outcomes for children who 
were living with their families in 
such centres.28 29

The housing impacts of 
receiving refugee status
The transition in legal status from 
asylum seeker to new refugee is 
a significant source of housing 
stress identified in the literature. 
Within the UK, this is commonly 
referred to as the ’28-day move-

on period’ and is seen as a 
process that exacerbates existing 
vulnerabilities and presents 
‘multiple disadvantages’.10 30 The 
challenge is often aggravated by 
the lack of affordable housing 
available in local areas. This 
means that refugees are often 
accommodated in temporary or 
poor-quality housing or in areas 
that are inappropriate or unsafe 
for them.19 31 This is particularly 
inequitable for new refugees due 
to a lack of understanding of the 
welfare system, which prevents 
them making informed 
decisions.19 The wider impacts 
include barriers to accessing the 
labour market and other 
regularising activities,31 incidences 
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of homelessness and destitution7 

12 30 and poor mental health.31 32

Access to housing and 
housing pathways 
At the point where new refugees 
leave the asylum system, they are 
much more able to assert some 
agency over their housing 
pathway. However, the evidence 
suggests that refugees’ routes 
into housing are largely 
dependent on their routes into 
their host country. Former asylum 
seekers are usually referred to 
mainstream services, whilst 
resettled refugees tend to benefit 
from the advice and care provided 
by support workers in the first few 
months after arrival. As a result, 
studies tend to assert that former 
asylum seekers tend to have a 
more difficult pathway to securing 
stable housing than their 
sponsored counterparts, at least 
initially,33 and are more likely to 
spend periods of time homeless 
or live in insecure or precarious 
housing. From this point, 
however, the settlement patterns 
and subsequent housing 
experiences resemble the 

experiences of other 
disadvantaged groups within 
housing systems.19 Struggles 
accessing good-quality affordable 
housing15 34 35 and spending time 
in lower-standard insecure 
housing tend to characterise 
refugees’ experiences.34 Whilst 
there are examples of local 
authorities in Scotland16 and 
Germany36 attempting to help 
former asylum seekers by 
converting asylum seeker housing 
into mainstream social housing, 
this was seen as challenging and 
required a change in national 
policy to be most effective.4 
Experiences of discrimination 
were often a defining feature of 
the lives of new refugees with 
respect to housing, particularly 
from landlords and letting 
agents.14 33 35 36 37 In the absence of 
effective or trusted support 
services, new refugees relied 
heavily on their social networks 
consisting of friends, families and 
refugee community organisations 
in order to access housing.33 36 38 
There appears to be a major gap 
in our understanding about how 
and whether refugees access 

owner-occupation. 

Housing quality, 
affordability and [in]security 
With striking consistency, the 
literature has overwhelmingly 
identified that refugees who are 
living in independent 
accommodation are doing so in 
poor-quality housing and are 
dissatisfied with their living 
conditions. Their experiences 
reflect those of many non-
refugees who are accommodated 
in poor-quality, low-end private 
rented housing, such as 
overcrowding and a lack of space; 
inadequate access to kitchen, 
bathroom or toilet facilities; 
unreliable heating and/or a 
requirement for additional sources 
of heat during winter; exposure to 
damp, cold and mouldy 
conditions; and general levels of 
deterioration of the internal and 
external fabric of dwellings.35 39 40 
However, in contrast to non-
refugee populations, it is unusual 
to find literature that draws on 
experiences of refugees that 
reflect other, more decent forms 
of accommodation. As with other, 

non-refugee populations, poor 
housing contributes to worsening 
existing health conditions and 
creating new ones.41 Access to 
green spaces at home was seen 
as important for refugees’ health 
and wellbeing.42

The lack of affordable housing 
and the cost of housing was a 
significant feature in a number of 
studies. As well as in the UK, this 
was a feature in studies in 
Australia,9 37 Sweden27 and 
Canada, with refugees often 
faring least well in the housing 
market when compared with other 
migrants.43 In the UK, a lack of 
affordable housing has been 
reported to lead to tensions and 
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hostility between local residents 
and new migrant groups.10 19

Whilst the nature of awaiting a 
decision on an asylum claim is 
inherently precarious, there is a 
degree of security of tenure 
during that process. However, the 
literature is clear that, upon 
receipt of refugee status, it is 
common for refugees to 
experience a great deal of 
housing deprivation and 
insecurity.12 14 33 34 Recent work 
notes that high rates of evictions 
tend to lead to high levels of 
homelessness for refugees.30 This 
is also a feature of the housing 
experience of new refugees in 
other countries, notably 
Australia.45 46

Housing-related support 
A large cohort of studies relate to 
the positive impact made by 
support workers on the lives of 
refugees.5 32 45 The valuable role 
such workers played in linking 
between existing services, filling 
gaps and exercising creativity was 
particularly highlighted.36 47 
However, it was seen that such 
support is nuanced and workers 

can both support and hinder the 
lives of refugees.14 15 16 Particular 
issues such as a lack of 
awareness of racial 
discrimination,17 a lack of 
sympathy towards refugees’ 
unique vulnerabilities, and poor 
practices were reported. Poor 
practices were often largely 
attributed to the structures of 
practice within which workers 
were employed, as opposed to 
personal competencies.28 48 Only 
a handful of papers foregrounded 
the experience of frontline 
workers. Within these there was 
consistency among the findings, 
which detailed the complex, 
multifaceted nature of support of 
asylum seekers and refugees and 
the dilemmas between supporting 
clients and workers’ roles in the 
system, which restricted their 
agency, and this had to be 
negotiated.17 20 49

The heterogeneity of the 
housing experience 
Refugees represent a diverse set 
of nationalities, ethnicities, 
identities and experiences, and 
these all impact on their 

experience of housing and 
settlement.50 However, there is 
relatively little emphasis in the 
literature about how the 
intersectionality of refugees 
impacts their housing 
experiences. There are studies 
that note differences in terms of 
the discrimination refugees 
experience,9 the age and 
educational level of new 
refugees,50 nationality,19 gender8 32 
51 and sexuality,11 27 52 but in 
general studies tend to deal with 
refugees as a homogeneous 
group. In terms of notable 
exceptions, one study showed 
how refugees from different 
groups –Liberians and Somalis – 
reacted differently to the anti-
migrant sentiment present in 
neighbourhoods they were living 
in. Liberian refugees were coping 
with victimisation rather than 
relocating, whilst Somali refugees 
were looking to move because of 
harassment.19 An emerging cohort 
of studies is beginning to explore 
the dominance of 
heteronormativity in the asylum 
and refugee housing systems, 
which has significant impacts for 

LGBTQ+ refugees subject to it.11 27 
Similarly, we know relatively little 
about the differences refugees 
experience in different spatial 
locations, for example, rural areas 
and smaller settlements.

Conclusion 
Although housing is a key pillar of 
integration for refugees, there 
remains a lack of appreciation of 
the impact it has on their lives. 
Housing, when it is of good 
quality, affordable and provided 
effectively, can provide a base 
from which to access healthcare 
and education and enter the 
labour market; it can provide a 
restorative environment; and it 
can help rebuild social contact 

(Source: iStock)
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with others in neighbourhoods 
and communities. However, the 
available literature illustrates that, 
as in the case of other groups in 
society who are vulnerable, 
housing can have a profoundly 
negative effect on the lives of 
refugees, which creates and 
perpetuates inequalities. Housing 
is associated with the cause or 
exacerbation of mental health 
issues; it can be a source of 
tension in communities; and it 
may act as a hindrance to being 
able to access employment and 
other regularising actions. Whilst 
these issues are shared by other 
vulnerable groups, refugees are 
typically multiply disadvantaged. 
The refugee experience is one 
where there is a lack of familiarity 
with welfare and housing 
systems, where discrimination 
and racism, perpetrated by 
officials and community members, 
are a part of everyday experience 
and where the pre-migration 
experiences of refugees are often 
laden with trauma. The available 
evidence acts as a call for those 
involved in designing and 
implementing housing policy and 

practice to examine how they 
could play a role in making the 
system work for, not against, 
refugees and their integration in 
the UK.

(Source: iStock)

What can be done

The experience of housing systems as it currently stands not only 
perpetuates but also deepens inequalities, and refugees end up 
needing the support of the welfare state for longer. There are 
several key actions that could be taken, which would transform the 
situation:
1. In line with addressing housing inequalities more broadly,

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

2. A more engaged approach from those responsible for the design
and regulation of the current housing system and active
engagement by social housing organisations could address
many of these issues earlier on. Ensuring the housing system is
fair for the most vulnerable will make the system better for
everyone.

3. There should be more support for refugees provided at the
earliest possible point in their resettlement to help navigate the
complex housing and social welfare systems.

4. Initial accommodation, regardless of legal status, needs to be
decent and provide supportive and restorative environments.
Senior leaders and decision-makers should consider the long-
term impact of introducing reception centres to accommodate
asylum seekers.
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5. Discrimination can blight the lives of refugees. There needs to 
be a commitment to non-discriminatory practice, and instances 
of discrimination need to be challenged through the appropriate 
routes. 

6. There is a need to improve our understanding about the ways in 
which housing impacts on refugees. Leaders within a range of 
organisations should commit to improving the evidence base in 
several key areas including: the impact of reception centres on 
mental health and wellbeing, the long-term housing trajectories 
of refugees, the sheer diversity of the refugee housing 
experience, how different approaches to housing policy can lead 
to different housing outcomes, how housing organisations can 
be more effectively brought into refugee policy development, 
settlement and discussions.

About this digest 
This document was produced by 
Philip Brown, Santokh Gill and 
Jamie Halsall at the University of 
Huddersfield as part of the 
Refugee Integration Yorkshire and 
Humber project, which is co-
funded by the European Union 
Asylum, Migration and Integration 
Fund. The findings from this 
review inform a new programme 
of research, which will be 
completed in 2022.
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