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On 19 April 2017, Renaisi hosted an event to 
launch RISE, our employment service for refugees. 
Working across ten boroughs in North and East 
London, RISE is funded by the Big Lottery Fund and 
European Social Fund ‘Building Better Opportunities’ 
programme.

RISE is being delivered in collaboration with a wide range of 
partners and supporters, in order to reach and provide effective 
support to participants. For this reason, our event aimed to bring 
together people and organisations from across sectors – local 
authorities, advocates, employers, and service providers – to 
build new relationships, share knowledge and information, and 
explore how, collectively, we can enable more refugees to find 
and stay in rewarding employment.

Who attended?

A diverse range of people participated. They represented 
organisations including:
• Local authorities
• Social enterprise and commercial employment, training and 

recruitment service providers
• Voluntary and public sector service providers
• Refugee community organisations
• Employers

Introduction

About Project RISE

RISE (Refugees into sustainable employment) is an 
employment service designed specifically for refugees. It is 
funded by the Big Lottery Fund and the European Social Fund 
through the Building Better Opportunities programme. RISE is 
led by Renaisi, and has been developed and is being delivered 
in collaboration with a number of partners, including refugee 
community organisations, local authorities and third sector 
service providers. 

RISE provides one-to-one support to refugees to assist them 
to identify and overcome barriers to employment; builds 
necessary skills and confidence; and gives them access to 
suitable vacancies and long-term in-work support.

You can find out more about RISE at 
www.renaisi.com/rise-supporters 
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Who spoke?

The event was chaired by John Hitchin, Renaisi’s Chief Executive. It began with 
a keynote address by Tom Davies, Priority Campaign Manager at Amnesty 
International UK. Tom outlined the global challenge posed by the international 
refugee crisis, and what action is needed to welcome and support refugees 
into the UK. Next, Renaisi’s Director of Employment Services, Laura 
Busfield, gave an overview of the RISE service and the support it provides to 
participants. 

Speakers then took part in a plenary session involving some of Renaisi’s 
partners on RISE which aimed to explore the barriers that refugees experience 
in accessing employment. Anne Thomas of Mind in the City, Hackney and 
Waltham Forest, outlined the mental health and wellbeing support Mind 
is providing through RISE. Joni Cunningham of Redbridge Institute for Adult 
Education explained the importance of a London English for speakers of other 
languages (ESOL) strategy and provision for overcoming the major barrier of 
language. Finally, Helen Walker of TimeBank explained the value of TimeBank’s 
in-work mentoring support for refugees, and how volunteers are key to its 
success.

Clockwise from top left: John Hitchin, 
Tom Davies, Joni Cunningham, Helen 
Walker, Anne Thomas
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The second plenary session focused on ways we can create 
and support employment opportunities for refugees through 
entrepreneurship and skills development. Roberta Siao from 
Mazí Mas, a catering company that employs refugee and 
asylum seeker women, highlighted the positive impact this has 
on both employees and the businesses. Finally, Charlie Fraser 
of The Refugee Entrepreneurship Network and Chris Gale of 
Ben and Jerry’s described how the organisations are working 
together to deliver the ICE Academy – an initiative to support 
entrepreneurialism among refugees.

Between the two sessions, participants watched a video 
interview with Ellon Ninsiima, who works on RISE as Outreach  
and Engagement Officer. A refugee herself, Ellon shared her 
experience of some of the barriers to employment, and how 
RISE helps address these.

Not all speakers presented slides, but you can 
download the presentations of those who did as 
PDFs below:

• Tom Davies
• Laura Busfield
• Joni Cunningham
• Charlie Fraser and Chris Gale

Clockwise from top left: Roberta Siao, 
Charlie Fraser, Ellon Ninsiima, Chris 
Gale

http://www.renaisi.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/RISE_launch-presentation-Tom-Davies.pdf
http://www.renaisi.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/RISE_launch-presentation-Laura-Busfield.pdf
http://www.renaisi.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/RISE_launch-presentation-Joni-Cunningham.pdf
http://www.renaisi.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/RISE_launch-presentation-Charile-Frazer-Chris-Gale.pdf
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The findings below reflect the key points that 
emerged from the plenary sessions and subsequent 
discussions. They include participants’ views, 
opinions and responses to the issues raised, and are 
not necessarily shared by Renaisi or our partners. 
The subject area is complex and broad, and it was 
not possible to address it in full in during the event 
or in this report. Thus, the following findings are 
intended to generate discussion and provide ideas, 
rather than constitute an exhaustive analysis of the 
issues. 

What did we find?

Key insights
We must challenge the narrative of refugees 
as victims

The discourse surrounding the refugee crisis tends to 
characterise refugees as victims. While this can help generate 
empathy, it is disempowering, and contributes to misperceptions 
about refugees that hinder their employment. To increase 
refugee employment, we must recognise that they are assets 
for employers, communities and local economies, possessing 
valuable skills, abilities and attitudes. In this way, we can better 
support them to realise their potential, both as individuals and 
their impact on society. 

We must celebrate positive examples of 
refugee employment

Misperceptions about refugees are a major barrier not only 
to their employment, but their integration into society as a 
whole. A stereotyped view of refugees as victims and in need 
is prominent, hindering their participation in discussions and 
decisions that affect them. We must recognise that refugees 
are employed in diverse roles and professional positions, and 
promote this reality to help overcome negative and unhelpful 
misconceptions.

More collaboration between organisations is 
key

There is not enough engagement between different 
organisations – service providers, charities, public sector 
organisations and employers – that are interested in or already 
providing employment related support to refugees. This means 
opportunities to strengthen support risk being missed, and 
greater awareness and understanding of the value of refugee 
employment is hampered. More collaboration between 
organisations could lead to better employment support as well as 
help address negative perceptions.
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Issues

Language

Barriers
One of the key barriers to 
employment for refugees is language, 
and this was addressed by Joni 
Cunningham. Actual or perceived 
lack of good English language skills 
among refugees prevents them 
both accessing and making progress 
at work. As well as hindering 
communication in recruitment and 
work settings, it stops refugees 
accessing related services and 
support. It also affects confidence, 
with people who believe they have 
poor language skills less likely to 
apply for jobs.

English for speakers of other 
language (ESOL) provision is 

therefore vital to supporting refugees 
into work. However, access to this 
in London is limited. While the 
number of those needing ESOL 
support is increasing, the number 
of those accessing it is decreasing. 
Many of those in need are excluded 
because they lack the means to pay 
for services and funding for free 
provision has been cut.

Many of those currently arriving in 
England seeking asylum speak little 
or no English, and trauma they may 
have experienced on their journeys 
here or in their countries of origin 
can further impede their ability 
to learn. In addition, two-thirds of 
ESOL learners are women who, with 
responsibilities such as childcare, 
often face additional pressure on 
their ability to remain learning. 
Most recent arrivals need entry level 
or pre-entry level ESOL provision 

alongside other services to support 
their health and wellbeing. And 
for provision to be most effective, 
services and institutions must  
work together so that learners’ wider 
needs can be met, with funding 
arrangements able to meet these 
needs. However, there is a lack of 
awareness among potential referrers 
of what appropriate support is 
available.

Unlike Scotland or Wales, 
England lacks an ESOL strategy. 
Joni Cunningham argued that to 
address refugee language needs 
and realise the economic and social 
benefits of ESOL, London needs a 
comprehensive ESOL strategy. With 
leadership and a strategic framework 
in place, partnerships, capacity and 
appropriate funding could be enabled 
to ensure refugees in London receive 
the ESOL support they need.



7

Supporting refugees into sustainable employment: ideas and insights from the launch event for the RISE employment service for refugees

Opportunities
Joni argued that there are opportunities for 
services like RISE to improve access to ESOL 
provision for refugees. 

Partnership working between service providers 
and other institutions can enable better local 
information and signposting. Sharing information 
about ESOL provision among partner networks 
can improve knowledge of available provision, 
facilitating referrals to appropriate support. To 
support joined-up learning among partners and 
other supporters, Renaisi will publish a bimonthly 
RISE newsletter in which it will share information 
about opportunities including ESOL courses.

Given the high representation of women in ESOL 
provision, affordable childcare provision is vital. 
Renaisi is providing crèche facilities for families 
of RISE service participants in order to support 
participants to access and remain engaged on the 
programme.

Parents who are confident and able be involved 
in their children’s education has been shown to 
improve pupil attainment in schools. Schools can 
therefore be important partners in ESOL provision 
for refugee families. Renaisi’s bilingual advisers 
have worked with schools for a number of years in 
order to support parents from minority language 
communities to engage with their children’s 
education and school communities. ESOL provision 
has been an important part of this support, 
enabling parents to understand school information 
as well as support their children academically.

It is anticipated that the Adult Education Budget 
will be devolved to the Mayor of London by 2019. 
This will enable greater scope for investment 
in the specific ESOL needs of the city and its 
communities, including refugees. Until then, 
funded employment services such as RISE must 
include free ESOL provision for participants in order 
to address the language barrier, and it is vital that 
new services consider how participants’ language 
needs will be addressed.
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Mental health

Barriers
Good mental health and wellbeing 
are important factors in people’s 
ability to access and remain 
in employment. However, the 
complexity of living as a refugee 
brings a unique mix of factors 
that can affect mental health and 
wellbeing adversely. Mind describes 
many of these including:1 

•	 Leave	to	remain:	the uncertainty 
of waiting for indefinite periods 
can cause severe stress. Before 
leave to be remain has been 
granted, refugees and asylum 
seekers are left in limbo, unable 
to invest in the things required 
for a happy life – a home, job, 
education or plans for the future

•	 Isolation	and	dislocation:  the 
trauma of being uprooted from a 
familiar life, culture and support 
networks can leave refugees and 
asylum seekers lacking the ability 
or confidence to engage with 
others, form relationships and 
seek help 

•	 Relationship	with	home:	
traumatic experiences, or the 
memories of lives and loved ones 
they have left behind and may 
be unable to contact or even 
know of their wellbeing, can have 
serious effects including PTSD

•	 Destitution: refugees and asylum 
seekers receive little financial 
support, and those whose claims 
to asylum have been rejected 
receive none. Lack of material 
necessities such as food and 
shelter, as well as feelings of 
shame related to this, can cause 
considerable emotional distress

•	 Family	relationships:	being in 
a culture with different social 
attitudes can challenge the 
traditional roles and status 
of refugee men and women 
from some parts of the world. 
Men may find their traditional 
roles as leaders and providers 
undermined, while women may 
be more socially isolated

•	 Perceptions	of	mental	health	in	
refugee	communities: cultural 
and religious norms and attitudes 
in some communities hinder 
open discussion about mental 
health, preventing its promotion 
and maintenance and leaving 
services  unable to engage with 
those who may require their 
support

1. Mind: Improving mental health support for 
refugee communities – an advocacy approach, 
2009

https://www.mind.org.uk/media/192447/Refugee_Report_1.pdf
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Opportunities 
Work often has a range of positive impacts on refugee mental health, offering 
financial independence, a sense of purpose and opportunities to contribute 
and connect with other people and communities. However, Anne Thomas 
explained that this is often dependent on securing an appropriate job match 
that suits the participant’s skills and interests or provides career advancement 
opportunities, for example. Employment services such as RISE can support this 
by ensuring that employment advisers spend time understanding participants’ 
career ambitions and interests as well as their skills and experience, in order to 
help them secure roles that are beneficial to mental health. Services can also 
ensure that participants have access to in-work mentoring support so that any 
emerging issues which may affect their mental health can be addressed.

Services can support participant mental health by providing access to 
wellbeing activities that may not be directly work-related. Anne Thomas 
explained how Mind in the City, Hackney and Waltham Forest is doing this as a 
RISE partner. They are delivering monthly wellbeing workshops which include 
a creative writing group, as well as cooking and sewing. Importantly, these 
give participants the opportunity to form social relationships in which they 
gain mutual support. Anne reported that during a creative writing group, 
participants became inspired to share their experiences with each other. While 
this alone may not be sufficient to address mental health challenges facing 
participants, it is an important positive step aligned to the New Economics 
Foundation’s five ways to wellbeing – a set of actions which evidence suggests 
promote positive mental health.

http://neweconomics.org/2008/10/five-ways-to-wellbeing-the-evidence/
http://neweconomics.org/2008/10/five-ways-to-wellbeing-the-evidence/
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Becoming integrated

Barriers
Refugees and asylum seekers in particular 
can struggle to feel welcome and part of the 
communities of the countries in which they claim 
asylum. Uncertainty due to their legal status and 
future, as well as different cultural traditions and 
language barriers, can lead refugees to become 
isolated and excluded. Cultural and linguistic 
misunderstanding can also hinder their ability 
to find and stay in work and they may also face 
prejudice and racism.

Opportunities
Positive contact with people already part of the 
communities they find themselves in is a powerful 
means of helping refugees to feel part of those 
communities. It also helps existing community 
members to learn more about life in refugees’ 
countries of origin, their culture and stories. In this 
way, it can build understanding and strengthen 
connections between local communities and 
refugees.

In-work mentoring schemes are a way of helping 
these relationships to be built. TimeBank is a 
partner on RISE, providing in-work mentoring to 
programme participants. Helen Walker explained 
how the success of TimeBank’s first mentoring 
projects, which matched refugees with UK 
nationals, demonstrated that volunteers can play 
an instrumental role in supporting refugees. On 
RISE, TimeBank is recruiting and training volunteers 
to support refugees to stay in employment, by 
helping them to navigated new professional and 
cultural norms, new colleagues, insecurities, and 
challenges.

Helen explained how mentors encourage refugees 
to feel part of British life. In addition to addressing 
work-related issues, they are a source of local 
knowledge, providing information about things 
existing residents take for granted, such as 
accessing health services or visiting the library. 
Importantly, Helen emphasised that often, mentors 
can be the only people in some refugees’ lives who 
are there voluntarily – they don’t have to be there, 
but simply want to. Service participants appreciate 
this, making the experience more impactful for 
both participant and mentor.



11

Supporting refugees into sustainable employment: ideas and insights from the launch event for the RISE employment service for refugees

Building skills 
and encouraging 
entrepreneurship

Barriers
Unemployment among refugees in 
the UK is eight times higher than 
the average. However, Roberta Siao 
and Charlie Fraser both emphasised 
that this is not due to a lack of skills, 
talent or ambition among refugees. 
Rather, this is often to do with 
mainstream misperceptions about 
refugees. Charlie argued that framing 
the refugee crisis as a humanitarian 
issue is disempowering, as it 
perpetuates a view of refugees as 
victims. This can make those whose 
support and engagement is required 
for refugee employment, such as 
employers, less likely to see refugees’ 
strengths and more likely to see them 
as a potential burden. 

Charlie argued that refugee 
entrepreneurship offers a powerful 
a response, as it is by nature 

empowering – and that many 
refugees are both keen to take it up, 
and have a natural propensity for it. 
Evidence of the success of refugee 
entrepreneurialism comes from 
Turkey, where 600 new businesses 
were set up by Syrian refugees in 
2016. However, entrepreneurial 
refugees face barriers, not least of 
which is access to finance. Refugees 
are often excluded from accessing 
loans because they are from black-
listed countries, or have no credit 
history in the UK. And while they may 
be keen to follow an entrepreneurial 
route, they may lack a clear business 
idea and knowledge of how to 
develop and launch it.

Roberta explained how the women 
Mazí Maz works with face a 
particular challenge. Their gender 
and age, as well as family roles 
and responsibilities, mean they are 
seen as unemployable by many 
employers. While these challenges 
are not exclusive to refugee women, 

they can be particularly acute when 
combined with the barriers described 
above. They may also not recognise 
their own skills and value, such as 
their cooking skills and knowledge, 
either because they do not see these 
as being valued by employers, or 
because of low confidence.

Charlie and Chris Gale also 
highlighted a lack of engagement 
with the refugee crisis from the 
business sector. Charlie argued that 
the issue of refugee unemployment 
cannot be addressed without a 
proactive private sector response 
alongside charities and the public 
sector.
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Opportunities
Mazí Mas, TERN and Ben and Jerry’s 
are all providing opportunities for 
refugees to develop their skills 
and realise their career ambitions 
while challenging the narrative 
of refugees as victims. Roberta 
explained how Mazí Mas provides 
a six-week training programme for 
migrant and refugee women, which 
includes learning kitchen skills with 
a professional chef. They are then 
offered paid work as part of Mazí 
Mas’ catering team. Each cohort 
of women bonds with each other, 
providing mutual support and 
social relationships which impacts 
positively on their mental health and 
wellbeing. Roberta emphasised that 
not only are they driven to succeed 
after their experience at Mazí Mas, 
with many looking to start their own 
businesses, but their involvement 
provides particular value to Mazí Mas 
as a business. She pointed out that 
many consumers prefer food which 

has a positive story attached to it – 
thus refugee involvement gives Mazí 
Mas a specific commercial advantage.

Charlie explained how TERN provides 
support in overcoming specific 
barriers to refugee entrepreneurship 
and gives businesses a fitting and 
mutually-beneficial route to engage. 
Crucially, TERN provides access 
to business networks as well as 
investment, ensuring that expert 
advice and finance is available to 
entrepreneurial refugees. TERN is 
currently partnering with Ben and 
Jerry’s to deliver the ICE Academy, 
which provides entrepreneurship 
training and experience. Participants 
are employed at Ben and Jerry’s ice 
cream vendors where they practice 
on-the-job business skills. They also 
take part in weekly entrepreneurial 
training in which they are supported 
to develop, test and launch their 
business ideas.

Chris underlined the mutual value 
of the scheme to refugees and the 
business, which he emphasised is
a key part of getting businesses 
engaged. While participants leave 
the scheme with experience at a 
well-known brand on their CV, Ben 
and Jerry’s expands its sales force 
while gaining an opportunity to 
demonstrate its social activist brand 
values. Chris argued that initiatives 
involving businesses must ultimately 
be profitable if they are to succeed.
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Joining up 
services to support 
refugees

•	 Local	authority	engagement	is	key – they have access to businesses in their boroughs, as well as strong 
links to local public services and third sector organisations

•	 Low	awareness	of	refugee	issues	is	a	major	barrier - it is hindering organisations’ ability to respond 
and signpost effectively. However, positive engagement to increase awareness has positive effects – for 
example, Breaking Barriers has recently engaged with Job Centres, which has had a positive impact 

•	 Accessing	existing	networks	on	related	issues	- there are strong networks already in place to address a 
range of issues, many of which are relevant to refugees. For example, the Plus Project is a partnership 
between local authorities and services providers in London which working to tackle homelessness 

Increasing 
employer 
understanding 
and engagement 
and sustaining 
employment 

•	 A	lack	of	coordination	between	organisations	already	providing	support	to	refugees	is	holding	
back	employer	engagement. More partnership working and collaboration could enable different 
organisations to contribute in ways that are appropriate and achievable, and increase the profile of 
existing initiatives 

•	 Leadership	from	the	top	in	commercial	organisations	is	key.  Employer cultures are driven by senior 
leaders, and public commitments to and sponsorship of support for refugee employment from leaders 
could increase understanding and engagement in the wider business community   

•	 Perceptions	of	refugee	skills	and	experience	need	to	be	tackled. Employers may perceive refugees to 
not possess the capabilities and education of other candidates. Leadership-led culture change, as well as 
opportunities for refugees to access high-level skills training, is needed to address this

• Oliver Wyman and Starbucks provide examples of business leadership in refugee employment initiatives. 
Oliver Wyman has made a public commitment, led by its CEO, to employ refugees; and Starbucks is 
working in partnership with the Refugee Council to employ refugees as baristas across Europe

Implications for services and support
Participants explored and responded to the issues generated by the 
plenary sessions during discussions organised around a number of 
themes. The key points from these discussions are set out below.

http://www.oliverwyman.com/media-center/2015/oliver-wyman-announces-plans-to-recruit-qualified-refugees-arriv.html
https://www.starbucks.com/responsibility/community/refugee-hiring
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Engaging service 
participants 
effectively

•	 Understanding	language	and	culture	is	vital. It may mean having staff representative of refugee groups 
matched to refugee participants from the same country of origin. This supports them feeling understood 
reduces alienation and ultimately makes service users want to keep on using a service

•	 Service	providers	can	adapt	provision	to	participants’	needs	and	cultures.  For example, coffee 
mornings are a regular fixture of people’s lives in many Arabic speaking nations, so could be 
incorporated into a service serving participants from these countries 

•	 Links	to	trusted	people	and	organisations	can	enable	access	to	participants.	For example, migrants and 
refugees may belong to religious communities, so links to religious institutions can facilitate engagement

•	 Participants’	presenting	issues	must	be	dealt	with	first.	For example, if a homeless individual 
approaches a work programme it would not be correct to immediately focus on helping gain 
employment. Their housing situation must be dealt with first. Only then can their lack of employment 
be effectively addressed

Challenging 
negative 
perceptions and 
stereotypes

Issues:
•	 Confusion	over	terminology – many people confuse or conflate terms such as ‘asylum seeker’, ‘refugee’, 

‘illegal immigrant’ and ‘economic migrant’, perceiving them all negatively 
•	 Negative	perceptions about overseas skills, work experience and its value and assumptions that 

education from overseas isn’t worth as much.’ 
•	 Media	demonisation is divisive, turning the refugee crisis into a ‘us’ and ‘them’ issue
• Employers	don’t	understand	refugee	paperwork nor recognise the legal right to work due to 

stereotypes about illegal immigrants 

Solutions:	
•	 We	need	to	give	refugees	a	voice and a face, to challenge these stereotypes 
•	 Find	and	celebrate	positive	refugee	role	models. This would help to humanise the issue, encourage 

people to relate to them as people
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Promoting positive 
mental health and 
wellbeing

•	 Mental	ill-health	can	be	exacerbated	if	not	addressed. For example, it can lead to people not wanting 
to socialise and becoming reclusive, which exacerbates their condition. Organisations must find ways to 
locate people and then offer them safe spaces to come and get involved with things outside of home, 
and start building their social networks  

•	 Encouraging	people	with	mental	ill	health	to	volunteer	can	be	effective, as it is a good way to make 
new networks and build confidence. However there can be cultural barriers, as people from refugee 
communities may not understand what volunteering is for nor why it could benefit them to get involved. 
It might be a good idea to offer ‘in-volunteering mentoring’ as well as ‘in-work mentoring’ to help 
people to stick to it and get the most out of it that they can. 

•	 Mental	health	can	be	taboo	in	some	cultures, and there can be stigma attached, making some people 
unwilling to admit they have an issue and seek help. As well as a barrier to accessing services, as well as 
an individual’s ability to recover . Stigma and prejudice also may prevent mental ill health being revealed 
to services/employers. Senior level and high-profile mental health champions among both refugee 
communities and employers could help to break down stigma 

•	 Language	barrier	can	be	significant	in	impeding	access	to	services	and	information, particularly given 
complexity/channels to access these – eg accessing support and information by phone

•	 Lack	of	funding is a significant barrier to services’ ability to design mental health support into their 
programmes

• The London Healthy Workplace Charter makes free support available to help employers develop positive 
wellbeing cultures

Supporting 
entrepreneurship

•	 Support	to	develop	and	test	ideas	is	key.  Sometimes entrepreneurial refugees look to replicate 
enterprises they led in their countries of origin, which may be impractical in a UK setting, rather develop 
a new idea

•	 Food	and	catering could provide a particular opportunity for entrepreneurial refugees given the current 
popularity of trends such as street food in the UK

https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/health/healthy-workplace-charter
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About Renaisi
Renaisi is an award-winning social enterprise whose 
mission is to help people and places to thrive.

Our vision is the creation of strong, cohesive communities, in which individuals 
are able to flourish economically and socially.

We work to achieve our vision by:
• Supporting people who are long-term unemployed on their journeys into 

sustainable, rewarding employment
• Helping families who speak English as an additional language to become 

more resilient and integrated into their communities
• Enabling local communities to determine and address their own needs, 

and access opportunities for improving their neighbourhoods
• Helping organisations to create better outcomes for their users, strengthen 

their services, and learn how to increase their social impact
• Strengthening local government strategies and programmes for boosting 

local economies, increasing housing and improving infrastructure

Contact us

Renaisi  
21 Garden Walk  
London EC2A 3EQ 

020 7033 2600 
info@renaisi.com
www.renaisi.com 

Company Registration No. 3532867

Find out more

If you would like to find out more RISE and how you can get involved, contact 
Emma Smail at e.smail@renaisi.com 

mailto:e.smail%40renaisi.com?subject=



