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Introduction
The purpose of this Employer’s Toolkit is to support employers in Southampton by providing guidelines,
best practice and tips for creating an inclusive workplace that supports employment opportunities for
refugees. The Toolkit also aims to answer frequently asked questions around the employment of
refugees, assisting organisations to understand their responsibilities and provide clear, concise
guidance on key topics.
The majority of refugees were working before they arrived in the UK and have skills and experience in a
wide variety of roles, however many struggle to find fulfilling employment on being permitted to work in
the UK. It is hoped that this Toolkit supports local companies to work with refugees at all stages of the
employment process and create a diverse, inclusive workforce.
The Toolkit will assist employers to increase their knowledge of culturally sensitive employment
practices, which do not exclude refugees either directly or indirectly, and provide practical steps for
organisations to take to support refugees seeking employment in the local area.
It is important to note that whilst this Toolkit focuses specifically on refugees, much of the information is
relevant to the wider migrant community.
CLEAR aims to distribute this Toolkit to businesses, organisations and statutory partners across
Southampton and surrounding areas, providing it as a handy reference guide for employers.

About the CLEAR Project
CLEAR seeks to improve the quality of life of refugees and asylum seekers by providing free advice
and supporting people to access local services. We believe in empowerment through education and in
practical action to support the settled and developing refugee communities. CLEAR has an established
reputation within the city as an organisation working to support the human rights of its clients and to
alleviate need and hardship. CLEAR is now the only organisation resident in the city working with
refugees and asylum seekers and the specialist advice we can offer is not available from many other
organisations in Hampshire.
CLEAR offers a friendly and welcoming advice service open for beneficiaries to drop in. We know that
many clients really appreciate the way in which we assist them. By offering English courses and other
adult learning, employment advice and volunteer opportunities we are able to provide joined up
services which both deal with the immediate issues that people face and help them to progress.
CLEAR has prepared this Employer’s Toolkit as part of our work within the local community and our
commitment to expand opportunities for refugees, both in terms of employment and integrating into the
wider local community.
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Who are Refugees?
There is a lot of public and media discussion about refugees and asylum seekers, however it is
important to be clear on what these terms mean, who these individuals are and what their status means
for their ability to work and volunteer.
For context, here are a few key facts about refugees from UNHCR, the United Nations Refugee
Agency:



65 million people around the world have been forcibly displaced from their homes



22.5 million of these are refugees and over half of which are under 18



55% of all refugees come from just three countries – South Sudan, Afghanistan and Syria



90% of refugees are hosted in developing countries, mostly countries that are close to their
home country

And in relation to the UK itself, here are a few further facts published by the Refugee Council:



In 2017, roughly 668,600 people applied for asylum in Europe but only 26,350 of these were
in the UK



In the last quarter of 2017, countries with the highest number of asylum applicants in the UK
included Iraq, Iran, Sudan, Eritrea and Afghanistan



In 2017, 4,832 people arrived in the UK under the Vulnerable Person’s Resettlement
Scheme, primarily supporting Syrian refugees.

Definitions and Key Terms
Refugee
The 1951 United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees states that a Refugee is:
“A person who owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion,
membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his
nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of
that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual
residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.”

In the United Kingdom, a person is awarded refugee status when they have their claim for asylum
accepted by the Home Office. Refugee Status is normally granted for a period of five years and
individuals are given a Biometric Residence Permit to prove their identity and right to work. Refugees
are permitted to work in the UK without any restrictions for the duration of their Refugee Status.
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Asylum Seeker
An Asylum Seeker is an individual who has left their country of nationality and applied for protection
in another country, but that application has not yet been concluded. Asylum Seekers may be
accommodated by the Home Office whilst their claim is being processed and dispersed to a location
across the UK without choice. Destitute Asylum Seekers may also receive a small subsistence
allowance to support them.
In the United Kingdom, Asylum Seekers are normally provided with an Application Registration Card
(ARC) to prove their identity and immigration status. Despite a Home Office target to determine
asylum claims within 6 months of an application being lodged, by the end of 2017 over 14,500 people
had been waiting longer than this. The asylum process is rigorous, requiring the individual claiming
asylum to be interviewed and provide evidence as to why they cannot return to their country of origin.
Asylum Seekers are prohibited from working for the first twelve months of their application, but may
apply for permission to work if they have not received an initial asylum decision during this time. If
permission is granted for the individual to work, their ARC card will be amended to reflect this and
they will be entitled to work but restricted to jobs on the Shortage Occupation List published by the
Home Office. Whilst normally not able to work, Asylum Seekers are able to volunteer for
organisations in the public sector or charities.

Humanitarian
Protection
Humanitarian
Protection
is
granted by the Home Office to an
individual who qualifies for
protection, but does not meet the
specific criteria for Refugee
Status. Humanitarian Protection
is normally granted for a period of
five years and individuals are
given a Biometric Residence
Permit to prove their identity and
right to work.

Resettlement
Schemes
Separately to individuals applying
for asylum, there are resettlement
schemes, such as the Syrian
Vulnerable Persons Resettlement
Scheme (VPRS), where people
are relocated from refugee camps
and brought to the UK. Each of
these schemes has its own
eligibility criteria, but participants
are granted Refugee Status and
are provided with a Biometric
Residence Permit confirming their
identity and right to work.

Discretionary Leave
Discretionary Leave is granted by
the Home Office to an individual
who does not qualify for Refugee
Status or Humanitarian Protection, but where there are other
strong reasons why the individual
needs to stay in the UK
temporarily. Discretionary Leave
is normally granted for up to two
and a half years and individuals
are given a Biometric Residence
Permit to prove their identity and
right to work.

Indefinite Leave to
Remain
Indefinite Leave to Remain is
an immigration status granted
by the Home Office. Individuals
who have previously been
Refugees or had Humanitarian
Protection can apply for
Indefinite Leave to Remain at
the expiry of their previously
granted status. If granted, it
gives the individual permission
to remain in the UK permanently and is also known as
“settled status” or “permanent
residence”.
Individuals who have been
granted Indefinite Leave to
Remain may wish to apply for
British Citizenship in the future
although they are not required
to do so. They are given a
Biometric Residence Permit to
prove their identity and right to
work.
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Refugees and Employment
Refugees are permitted to work in the UK without any restrictions, meaning that they can work in any
profession and at any skill level. The most refugees were working in their previous countries, and
according to the majority of research conducted they bring skills and experience in a wide variety of
roles. They are highly motivated to find work and make a positive contribution to life in their local area,
however many struggle to find fulfilling employment.
Some of the barriers for refugees finding employment relate to physical injuries or psychological trauma
individuals may be dealing with from their previous experiences, and it is right to say that not all
refugees will be ready for or want to access employment whilst they commence their new life in the UK.
However for those who are ready to seek work, there remain challenges, which include:







Gaps in their employment history




Disrupted or incomplete education



No cultural expectation of work in original
country (particularly applicable to females)



Difficulty in recognising and benchmarking
previous qualifications and experience



Employer perception that they are overqualified or under-qualified for roles



Employer uncertainty over their right to
work and restrictions

Lack of work experience in the UK
Limited knowledge of the local job market
Unfamiliarity with recruitment processes
No access to references from previous
employment

Language barriers

Refugees tend to initially find employment within their
own communities through word of mouth or in the
low-skilled end of the employment market, but many
aspire to jobs that use their skills, experience or
qualifications from previous work or study.

Why Employ Refugees?
When considering employing refugees, it would be
easy to only consider the challenges listed and not
recognise the benefit of having refugees in your
workforce.
Some of the barriers are easily overcome, for
example many employers are not aware what refugee
status means and may believe that there would be a
lot of additional paperwork involved in hiring a
refugee.
However, you are only required to complete the same
Right to Work check you would with any other
employee, it is about understanding what identity
document the individual is providing.
There are many reasons why welcoming refugees
into your workplace can be an investment in your
organisation, a few of which are explained overleaf.
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Skills, experience and qualifications
Refugees come from a range of backgrounds, both educationally and in relation
to work. The majority were working before they came to the UK, encompassing a wide variety of roles
from trades and practical jobs to doctors, teachers and other professionals. Additionally some will have
completed university degrees, recognised as comparable with UK qualifications.
Research demonstrates that refugees are highly motivated to find and sustain employment, both as
part of developing their new lives in the UK and also to make a positive contribution to their local
community.
Many refugees speak several languages, and are keen to develop their English skills further. Their
previous experiences in having been forced to leave their home, move countries and start a new life in
the UK also demonstrates their resilience, determination and resourcefulness. Their differing cultural
perspective can bring considerable benefits to employers, and the business they are working for.
CLEAR has worked with clients who have had previous careers in education, engineering, the medical
profession and other professional occupations as well as in the fields of retail, computing, hospitality
and many others.
Even when refugees have not previously worked, perhaps due to cultural expectations in their original
countries, they are likely to have significant experience in employment related fields such as care,
childcare and the informal economy in their wider community.

Developing organisations

Corporate Social Responsibility

Many of the suggestions in this guide about
employing refugees are considered good practice
for employing a diverse range of employees and
being an inclusive organisation. This can help to
build a stronger, more outward looking business
with employees that bring different perspectives
and want to build new careers.

Employing refugees and giving these individuals
the chance to gain skills and experience, as well
as rebuild their careers, in your organisation
provides an opportunity to demonstrate corporate
social responsibility (CSR).

Additionally it can give your organisation the
opportunity to develop their existing employees
by giving them the opportunity to train, support
and mentor new starters, which in turn assists
with successfully integrating refugees into your
business.

Having recruitment strategies that actively
promote opportunities to the refugee community
reflects that a company wants to engage with the
whole community, including groups who may face
barriers to employment.
If an organisation is good at responding to job
applications from refugees and supporting those
individuals into sustained
employment, they are
demonstrating social value
and delivery of CSR
objectives.
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Hiring Refugees
The practice advocated here is intended to promote good practice when hiring new staff, particularly
focusing on refugees. Ensuring that your organisation has effective systems in place which do not
screen out competent refugee candidates on technicalities will assist you in finding the right skilled
workers for your roles. It is not about providing special treatment for refugees, but giving individuals
opportunities to compete for jobs alongside everyone
else.

Advertising Roles
The majority of vacancies are advertised online or via
business networks, and generally speaking these do
not reach the refugee community. By linking with local
charitable organisations working with refugees, your
company is able to ensure your vacancies reach these
groups. In Southampton, CLEAR runs an Employment
Service which assists individuals from a refugee
background think about their future employment,
prepare CVs and start applying for roles. If you wish for
your job adverts are promoted directly to refugees
seeking employment, you can contact CLEAR directly
to set up a relationship with us.

CVs/Application Forms: Gaps in Work History
CVs and applications require individuals to provide
their work history and many employers look for
continuous employment as part of their sifting process.
However, for individuals who have been forced seek asylum, there can be significant gaps in their work
history. Refugees will have needed to leave their homes and seek sanctuary away from where they had
lived, giving up their jobs or education to do so, and this may leave them in limbo for a prolonged
period. On applying for asylum, their case may take many months to resolve.
Claiming asylum is a very challenging personal process and not one that is easily explained in a short
statement on a CV. Some refugees may explicitly state on their CV that they are eligible to work due to
having successfully claimed asylum, but the majority will not refer to this directly. Therefore, it is likely
that CVs may contain gaps, explained by phrases such as “Relocated to the UK” or where an individual
has moved to the UK and focused on voluntary work and English lessons rather than seeking paid
employment.
In some countries and cultures, there are differing expectations of work for particular groups, especially
females, than in the UK. Refugee women could, although not in all cases, have come from cultures
where the job market is strongly influenced by gender. Some women may have no formal work history,
but nevertheless have vast experience in care, childcare and catering for their wider community, and
others may have engaged in paid work within the informal economy, such as making and selling
clothes. These women will have developed their skills through this kind of work, but it doesn’t easily
transfer onto a CV.
You are asked to consider how you sift CVs, particularly those with gaps in employment linked to
relocating, so that clients from a refugee background are not automatically sifted out. Where relevant,
further questions can be asked in the interview to give you a more detailed understanding of the
reasons for any gaps.
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Lack of UK Work Experience
When sifting potential candidates for a role, you may seek out individuals with work experience that is
understandable and recognisable. It can feel difficult to compare roles from outside of the UK,
especially from a country you may feel you know little about, and you may have questions about the
applicability of experience. Your company may require individuals to demonstrate they have related
work experience in the UK, but refugees can struggle to get the entry level roles that allow them to gain
that experience.
To support getting into employment, some individuals will have applied for voluntary positions in their
local community. However, these voluntary positions may not be in a field closely related to the role for
which they’re applying. This is partly because of the restrictions on the organisations with which asylum
seekers are permitted to volunteer, and also a reflection of which organisations in the local area
welcome refugees and asylum seekers as volunteers.
You are asked to give weight to experience gained outside the UK or in voluntary work, and not to
screen out individuals at the application stage purely for a lack of UK work experience. Where
necessary, you can ask questions about transferable skills and previous experience in interviews to
gain a better understanding of someone’s suitability for a role.

Different Levels of Role
You may feel that a potential candidate is unsuitable
for the role as they are over-qualified, especially for
entry level roles. There will be a variety of reasons
why an individual may apply for a job for which they
appear over-qualified, and these could include:



Not having access to their educational
certificates required to continue in a previous
career



Not having confidence in themselves to pursue a
higher level career in the UK at this stage



Not having the English language skills to return
to a similar field

Additionally, you may feel that a potential candidate
is under-qualified for the role. This may be because
their qualifications and experience do not translate
well to the UK job market, and they are therefore
either pursuing a new career, or looking for their
first opportunity in the most closely related field.
You are asked to consider all the information and
context provided in a CV, and not screen out
candidates for being over-qualified. Refugees are
looking to commence new careers in the UK and
will welcome an opportunity to work, even if this is
in a different level to their previous roles.

References
Where an individual has gained refugee status,
they have demonstrated to the Home Office
that they face persecution in their country of
origin, and are typically unable to contact
former employers or places of study to obtain
references. Additionally, many countries from
which refugees flee have been seriously
impacted by armed conflict, and many of the
organisations from which references might be
sought may no longer exist.
Refugees may provide references from
individuals they have worked with in the UK.
At CLEAR, individuals may have worked with
English teachers, advice workers and
employment advisers, and they may also
provide references from voluntary work. Whilst
these referees may not have direct experience
of supervising the individual in paid
employment, they can comment on the
character and conduct of the person in the
context in which they have known them.
You are asked to be open to accepting
references from individuals who may not be
able to provide professional references from
former countries.
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Qualifications from Overseas
Many refugees will have completed formal schooling in their previous
countries, and some will have gone on to complete degrees and professional qualifications. Where
these are listed on CVs, you may initially not understand how these compare to UK qualifications and
are unsure as to how much weight to give to these.
Where a role does not require specific qualifications, you can use the listed qualifications as an
indication of skills and experience without requiring any further details. Refugees can be asked to
demonstrate their skills, experience and knowledge as part of the interview process.
However, for some jobs and professions it is recognised that particular qualifications are essential.
Where an applicant has completed a qualification overseas and is in possession of their certificates,
especially where they have completed a degree or professional qualification, they are able to apply to
NARIC in the UK to have these qualifications recognised and compared. UK NARIC (National
Recognition Information Centre) provides advice on academic, vocational and professional
qualifications from all over the world, a function it provides on behalf of the UK Government.
An individual can apply to NARIC to have their qualification recognised, and a Statement of
Comparability will be provided. This sets out what the qualification is comparable to in terms of UK
qualifications. For many roles, this will be sufficient information for you to decide on the applicability of
the prior learning although for some registered professions there is a requirement for the individual to
complete re-qualification in the UK.
Given the circumstances in which individuals will have been required to leave their former countries, not
all refugees will be in possession of their qualification certificates and are unable to go through the
process of getting their qualifications recognised.
You are asked to consider whether you require formal evidence of prior qualifications or can assess an
individual’s suitability for the role using their demonstrated skills and experience. Where qualifications
are essential, you can familiarise yourself with NARIC and be open to accepting comparable
qualifications.
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Interview Process
Many organisations already conduct interviews that are culturally sensitive
and open to applicants from different backgrounds, however you can ensure that refugees are able to
access their interview process.
Refugees from some cultures may never have experienced a formal job interview before, or, where
they have, this was only an opportunity to present themselves, the hiring decision having already been
made. Therefore, it is important to start the interview by explaining the process, including how questions
will be asked, whether notes will be taken and what a candidate should do if they do not understand
any part of the interview.
Employers who are already aware of how culture can impact on body language and self-expression will
be better equipped to assess a refugee’s skills. This can include considering how culture impacts on
how people respond to interview questions. In some cultures, ‘selling’ yourself would be considered
inappropriate, and refugees can come across as either too enthusiastic or not enthusiastic enough.
Candidates may need to be encouraged to give examples of their skills and experience. Additionally,
refugees may come from cultures where there are different expectations around personal space, and
gestures such as handshaking. What may seem forward or impolite, or oppositely reticent and aloof,
may have very different meanings in a refugee’s country of origin.
Good interview practice generally suggests avoiding jargon, acronyms and unnecessarily technical
language, and this is especially important when working with refugees. Where English is not the
primary language of the individual, and where they do not have detailed knowledge of the UK job
market, these kinds of phrases and slang terms can make interviews difficult for refugees to
understand. The use of simply phrased
questions supports the understanding of all
applicants, as does reiterating to the
individual that they can refer to experience
from their personal, professional and
education experience when answering the
questions.
Commonly in the UK, interviews conclude by
the individual being asked if they have any
questions for the employer. It is worth being
aware that for refugees from some cultures,
this would be an unexpected question as they
would consider it challenging authority. It may
therefore be useful to assure the candidate
that questions are welcome and suggesting
they may have questions about working for
your organisation.
For some positions you may also consider
whether it can be appropriate to use a
practice-based interview, allowing individuals
the opportunity to demonstrate their capability
in the role for a short period. Where there are
communication barriers, this may be a good
way to evaluate the competency of an
applicant particularly in practical roles.
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Language Skills
Some refugees come to the UK having already studied English in their previous countries or with a
working knowledge of it acquired through the media, however many refugees have limited English skills.
Limited English is a major obstacle to employment and having
capacity to communicate in English is one of the most important skills
needed to enter the UK job market. Yet it can take many years for
individuals to achieve recognised qualifications in English. Many
refugees will be taking or will previously have taken ESOL (English for
Speakers of Other Languages) classes at CLEAR or other local
providers and are keen to develop their English for personal and
professional reasons. ESOL classes commence at Entry Levels (PreEntry, Entry 1, Entry 2 and Entry 3) before continuing into Level 1 /
Level 2 qualifications.
As with learning any language, English skills are best developed
through usage and therefore refugees who are in employment will
develop their language skills faster working alongside English
speaking colleagues. Many are able to quickly progress work related
language skills, including specific terms and phrases related to their
roles, when linked to tasks they are undertaking.
For each of the roles in your organisation, you should consider the
minimum level of English required. Where jobs involve liaising directly with the public or completing
significant written work, there are clearly specific communication requirements. However, other roles
may involve less emphasis on communication skills.
For all roles there will be a requirement for employees to understand basic but essential concepts, such
as health and safety. Many employers will already supplement inductions by providing visual aids, but it
may also be appropriate to consider arranging for information to be provided in additional languages or
using practical demonstrations to ensure concepts are understood. This is particularly important for
refugees as they may be starting a new career or working to different standards from those in their
previous countries.
You also need to consider whether any documentation that employees are required to read have been
fully understood, and you should not make assumptions about the English skills of an individual. Most
refugees will be open to a conversation about their level of English ability and will understate their
abilities, frequently remarking that their English is not particularly good despite their being able to
converse with you adequately. However, you must remember that there can be differences between
their levels of ability in speaking and listening, and those of reading and writing.
Refugees may need to take up employment to support themselves and their families, but often this may
come at the price of having to give up ESOL classes to work. You may wish to discuss with refugees
whether there are options for them to work around their attendance at ESOL classes, so that they can
continue to study English formally alongside their work, which will assist them in developing as an
employee of your organisation.
In addition to the focus on English, it is important to also note the positive gained for an organisation by
having employees who are multilingual. Many refugees speak more than one additional language and
many of these languages are spoken by communities in Southampton. These language skills can help
your company develop your workforce and customer base, assisting in reaching out to wider
communities in our local area.
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Identity Documents
One of challenges most commonly raised by organisations when thinking about employing refugees is
the completion of a Right to Work check. You may perhaps be unsure how to complete these checks
for those from a refugee background and over-estimate restrictions that may apply. The information
here provides guidance on the common forms of documentation a refugee employee will have and how
a Right to Work check can be completed.

Biometric Residence Permits
Refugees are provided with a Biometric Residence Permit (BRP card), which is a photographic identity
card issued by the Home Office as evidence of their immigration status. These cards, which are the
same size as a credit card, are issued not just to Refugees, but also to individuals who have applied to
come to the UK for more than six months, such as those on a Spouse Visa or Student Visa.
BRP cards contain vital information for employers which confirms an individual’s right to work and the
date their permission to be in the UK expires.

Key information on a
Biometric Residence
Permit
3 Valid until
This confirms when the holder’s
status expires. For employers, this
is an important date to be aware of
as you would need to seek further
proof that the individual has
extended their right to reside and
work in the UK to continue
employing them beyond this date.
6 Remarks
Under this section on the front of
the card, it will state “WORK
PERMITTED” for individuals who
have the right to work.

Note: BRP cards issued from
January 2018 bear the National
Insurance Number of the holder on
the reverse.

Application Registration Card
Individuals seeking asylum are issued with an Application Registration Card (ARC), which contains
information about their identity, including name, age and nationality. The ARC, which is a credit card
sized document, certifies that the individual is claiming asylum and confirms whether the individual
has been granted permission to work. This will be stated as “WORK PERMITTED SHORTAGE OCC”.
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Right to Work Checks
Every employer has a statutory duty to check that all potential employees are entitled to work in the UK
and can face penalties if they do not do this correctly, with the aim of preventing illegal working. The
Home Office has prepared guidance to assist employers in completing these checks, and if employers
correctly carry out the Right to Work checks, they will have a statutory excuse against any penalties.
You are required to obtain an original document that matches the requirements of the Home Office
Right to Work checklist, validate this in the presence of the document holder and retain a copy of this
document, signed and dated to confirm when the check took place.
The Home Office provides a list of documents that are suitable for the purpose of a Right to Work
check, however some of these will be more familiar to you than others. Additionally, depending on what
document is provided, you may be required to repeat the check at a future date to confirm ongoing
compliance. This is because some individuals, including refugees, only have time-limited permission to
work in the UK before they make an application for further leave to remain.
To obtain general advice on whether someone with a particular document is eligible to work in the UK,
you can follow the questionnaire at https://www.gov.uk/legal-right-work-uk where you can confirm which
documents you have been provided. This will help you to understand if you have been provided with
sufficient documentation to prove eligibility to work.
The most common types of document that will be provided by refugees are shown below, including
guidance as to whether the check needs to be repeated.

Biometric
Residence Permit

Biometric
Residence Permit

Application
Registration Card

indefinite leave to remain

limited leave to remain

with permission to work

Also referred to as a Biometric
Immigration Document, issued by the
Home Office, indicating that the
individual is allowed to stay in the UK
indefinitely.

Issued by the Home Office, indicating
that the individual can stay in the UK
and is permitted to work, but only for a
limited period.

Issued by the Home Office, stating that
the individual is permitted to work,
accompanied by a Positive Verification
Notice (see below) from the Home
Office Employer Checking Service.

This will be noted by stating ‘Indefinite
Leave to Remain’ or ‘Settlement’.
This is classed as a List A document,
meaning that once it has been checked
prior to employment, there is no
requirement to check the status of the
individual again.

This is classed as a List B Group 1
document, meaning that as well as
having to check this document prior to
employment, the employer is also
required to repeat the check when the
leave to remain expires (as indicated
by the expiry date on the card).
In these circumstances, it may be that
the individual has applied for further
leave to remain but the Home Office
has not yet made a decision on this
application.
Employers have a 28-day grace period
to obtain a Positive Verification Notice
from the Home Office (see below).

The Positive Verification Notice expires
six months from the date of issue and
a further check must be completed at
this stage.

14
Positive Verification Notice
To obtain a Positive Verification Notice from the Home Office, you can apply
via https://www.gov.uk/employee-immigration-employment-status. The Home Office will review the
information provided about the individual, normally including the number of their BRP or ARC card and
their personal details and will respond to confirm if the individual has current eligibility to work in the UK.
To supplement the Right to Work check, you can also check an individual’s BRP online at
https://www.gov.uk/view-right-to-work. The
refugee would need to give permission for this
check to be completed, which they can do by
accessing https://www.gov.uk/prove-right-to-work.
This is in addition to, and does not replace, the
main Right to Work check.

DBS Checks
If an individual requires a Disclosure and Barring
Service (DBS) check for their role, this can be
completed in the same way as for any other
employee. Refugees can provide their Biometric
Residence Permit as their primary identity
document and then two other supporting
documents as per the DBS document list.
If the individual has arrived in the UK within the
last five years, they will not be able to give a full
address history. All addresses at which they have
resided in the UK should be listed, alongside any
period of time spent living abroad recorded with
the address stated as “Overseas”, accompanied
by the country and relevant dates.
The DBS service can only check criminal records
of those in the UK and therefore the DBS
guidance refers to the employer obtaining a
Certificate of Good Conduct from countries the individual has resided in. To obtain this document you
would need to contact the authorities in that country or their embassy as stated at
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/dbs-check-requests-guidance-for-employers, with further details at
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/criminal-records-checks-for-overseas-applicants.
For many countries where refugees have lived, obtaining such a certificate can be very difficult. This
can be due to the circumstances of that country or that the request requires an identity documents for
that country, which either the individual no longer has or were kept by the Home Office when the
individual applied for asylum.
Where obtaining the certificate is not feasible, your organisation will need to consider whether the
individual can be employed in the role, for example by completing further risk assessment or putting
additional safeguards in place. These decisions will need to be made by your organisation or the
registration organisation for the profession where appropriate and fully documented for future records.
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Workplace Culture
Induction and setting expectations
Inductions are important for all employees, but for those from a refugee background they are essential.
Regardless of previous experiences, refugees may not have experienced a UK workplace and could be
unaware of cultural norms and expectations. Normally induction periods include essential training,
shadowing work colleagues and being appraised of key processes however there are some additional
aspects that would make induction more welcoming to refugees.
An effective induction period for a refugee will include:



Formal introductions to
colleagues

Many refugees come from cultures
where relationships are very
important and they need to
understand seniority, key points of
contact and who is responsible for
what.
It can be customary in the UK for
new employees to be quickly
introduced to colleagues and then
settle themselves in, but formal
introductions and clarification on
who does what can assist in
helping refugees feel comfortable.



Assigning Tasks

Where refugees come from
hierarchical organisations, they
may expect firm directions and
instructions from their manager
and may not be used to delegation
of tasks. You could consider
providing information on how work
is allocated and when employees
are expected to check in on
progress.



Introduction to common
workplace practices

It can be easy to fall into the
assumption that new staff will
naturally follow the lead of
colleagues in understanding how
the workplace functions. However,
refugees may not initially feel
comfortable asking questions to
help them understand these
practices.
A concise introduction, covering

aspects such as how work is
assigned, how breaks are taken
and where they can find assistance
is therefore very useful.



Introduction to key HR
policies

Refugees may not have been
subject to HR policies that are
standard in the UK. This may
include processes for managing
annual leave or sickness absence,
for example. Whilst not wanting to
overload a new employee with
information, it is important they are
made aware of these policies, and
that they understand their own
responsibilities as well as those of
the organisation.



Feedback

Specific constructive feedback is
useful
for
new
employees,
especially refugees, so they are
clear on whether they are meeting
your organisation’s expectations.
You may normally want to give
feedback
framed
positively,
however within this it is important
to clearly state any specific areas
where an individual needs to
improve.
Subtle feedback may not always
be fully appreciated or understood.
In addition, refugees often come
from cultures where authority is
never questioned, so they may feel
unable to give feedback on their
progress or what additional support
they need from a manager. It’s
important to emphasise that this is

not only permitted, but expected.



Setting clear mutual
expectations

Refugees will be working in a new
country, for a new company and
potentially undertaking a new role,
which would be challenging for any
individual to manage. This, coupled
with differing cultural expectations
from previous work experience,
can leave refugees confused about
what they need to deliver in their
new work environment.
You can reduce any issues caused
by this by identifying clear
expectations for individuals as
early as possible, setting out both
what is expected of the employee
and what the employee can expect
from your company and their
specific
manager.
For
the
employee this can include what
their own tasks are, how you will
check their performance and what
operational expectations are, such
as start and finish times. These
expectations should be tangible, as
well as personal and specific to the
employee to avoid misunderstanding. Where expectations are
explained about management, try
to avoid terms specific to UK
workplaces, such as “open-door
policy“, and instead be clear on
how and when the individual
should engage with management,
and why it is important they raise
concerns.
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Assigning a buddy/mentor
As part of induction and developing a new refugee employee, it may be useful to introduce a buddy system or
employee mentoring. These can be very formalised structures, but even at an informal level they can have great
benefits for the new employee.
A buddy system in this context simply pairs a new starter with an experienced employee who acts as a convenient
contact point for questions. For refugees this can be a very useful experience as their buddy will be able to assist
them not only in understanding their new role and demonstrating tasks to them, but also in fully comprehending
the workplace culture.
A successful buddy relationship will also support the refugee in building connections with colleagues, develop and
understand workplace language and prepare them to move forwards in the organisation. The mentoring employee
also gains from the experience by developing coaching skills, particularly in a cross-cultural environment and your
organisation benefits by evolving a welcoming, supportive environment.

Sharing personal history
In UK workplaces it is normal for colleagues to share informal conversations about their personal lives, families
and out of work activities. Many refugees come from cultures where family is considered very important and will
be interested in their colleagues’ personal lives. However, when it comes to the individual talking about their own
background, there can be challenges around this. Many are keen to share stories of their families and wider
community, and may find it strange if colleagues do not wish to share information.
For other refugees, they have been forced to leave behind loved ones – including partners and children – in
precarious situations and may have lost family members due to war. As they could be worried about the welfare of
their families and friends, it can be a subject that causes distress. Further to this, some refugees are willing to
share their personal history and refugee background freely, but others will not. This relates directly to the
experiences which led to them claim asylum, the trauma they may have faced and the reasons why they had to
leave their previous country.
It is important that refugees are assured that it is their choice to share their personal story and family
circumstances as much or as little as they feel comfortable with. Where they have disclosed information to a
manager they also need to be reassured that this will not be discussed with a wider audience. As they feel more
part of their team and organisation, they may wish to share more information about themselves but like with any
individual, what they choose to share at work is their personal choice.

Inclusive Culture
Existing employees may already have expectations or perceptions of refugees, which may or may not be positive
and whilst some elements of the workforce may be in favour of employing refugees, it should not be assumed that
everyone will be.
If your organisation is making an active choice to employ refugees, you may wish to consider if this should be
publicised across the wider workplace. This gives colleagues across the organisation the opportunity to
understand why your company has chosen to do this and gives you the opportunity to explain the value of a
diverse workforce.
Managers and those leading teams may also feel they need further information about potential cultural differences
and how best to support new employees from a refugee background. Managers need to feel confident that they
can work with individuals to help them be productive and develop their careers with the organisation, just as they
would with any new employee, but additionally taking into account this Toolkit.
Refugees may have different cultural attitudes to work and may not be used to being in a environment such as
your workplace. Some of these initial differences will be addressed by a good induction and buddy system,
however it is important that as part of this expectations are set around team work. It is a good idea to discuss with
refugees how they work with colleagues and discuss any issues that arise to remove conflict points.
As new employees settle in, there may be misunderstandings as a result of cultural differences around
behavioural and communication expectations, etiquette for the work environment and formality. All of these are
easily mitigated by regular discussions both with the new employee, any buddy in place and colleagues from the
wider team which should identify any areas which still need further development.
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Cultural events
There may be many opportunities to celebrate diversity in your workplace, such as lunches where individuals
bring a dish from their home or culture. Many refugees come from cultures where the sharing of food is
considered a great community activity and would be happy to share a meal from their culture with colleagues, as
long as they have a choice in whether they participate in this.
Additionally, many refugees will celebrate festivals that sit outside of the main ones marked in the UK. This is
partially down to any religious background individuals have, but also differing celebrations from countries or
cultures around concepts such as New Year. Several of these festivals and events, both religious and country
based, may not have fixed dates and therefore individuals may not know the specific date far in advance.
Employers can talk to their employees about festivals they celebrate and how they mark these, so that
discussions can be had about appropriate time off and shift patterns ahead of these events occurring. There may
be celebrations for these events taking place in Southampton which refugees may want to share details of with
their wider workplace, so colleagues understand how these are celebrated in the local area.

Personal Circumstances
Individuals who have been forcibly displaced from their homes are likely to have been separated from wider
families and community groups. Family members, such as parents and siblings, may be living in other countries
especially across Europe and therefore refugees may wish to travel to visit their family. They may want to visit
family for a longer period than is normally granted for annual leave, mainly because of how important family bonds
can be to those who have had to leave their previous lives behind. You can have discussions with employees
about what is manageable for the organization, and whether unpaid leave can be taken to supplement annual
leave.
It is also important for employers to be aware that being granted refugee status and being given the right to work
is not the end of the process for most. Once refugees are granted their status, they are entitled to apply to bring
immediate family members (currently only spouse and dependent children) to the UK from their previous countries
or refugee camps. This can be a challenging process for some to manage. If the application is successful, in the
weeks following the arrival of family members the refugee employee will be faced with several substantial tasks,
which could include moving to a new home, securing school places, applying for benefits and supporting their
family to access the community. It would be important for you as an employer to support individuals who have
recently been reunited with their family - sometimes after years apart - so that they are able to discuss with you
their personal situation and any potential impact on their work.
Additionally, when an individual’s leave to remain in the UK is nearing expiry, they start to think about what
happens next. For the majority this includes an application to remain in the United Kingdom, which can involve
engaging with solicitors and going through a new Home Office application.
Employers can offer support to individuals who are going through this process by allowing them time off to attend
relevant appointments and providing them with documentary evidence of their work in the UK.
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Where to find out more information
Thank you very much for reading this Toolkit. We hoped you found the information it contained useful
as a handy reference guide to employing refugees.
If you would like to find out more information about refugees, the following websites can give you an
overview of the current situation, around the world and in the UK specifically:



UNHCR: http://www.unhcr.org/uk/



Refugee Council: https://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/



City of Sanctuary: https://cityofsanctuary.org/

How to
contact CLEAR
More information about CLEAR
and the services we provide can be
found on our website http://www.clearproject.org.uk/
Additionally, if you wish to talk to CLEAR about how you can
support our work with refugees, provide us with vacancies to
circulate to our clients, or ask for further information, you can
contact us as follows:
Telephone: 023 8022 1111
Email: admin@clearproject.org.uk
Post: CLEAR, 2 James Street, Southampton SO14 1PJ
We look forward to hearing from you.
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