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Executive Summary

This research report describes findings from our 18-month ESRC/UKRI funded study, facilitated by St 
Mungo’s. The research, entitled Homelessness during COVID-19: Homeless Migrants in a Global Crisis, 
took a biographical life story approach to understand the experiences of 43 non-UK nationals who 
experienced homelessness during the COVID-19 pandemic. In order to gain insight into the homelessness 
sector, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 37 people across nine homelessness organisations.

The first part of our report outlines the political context of the research, focusing on the UK 
government’s Everyone In initiative, highlighting the context within which the initiative was launched. 
Everyone In was a £3.2million emergency fund that required local authorities in England to house all 
homeless individuals in their area regardless of their immigration status. The initiative was designed 
to prevent the spread of COVID-19. First, we draw attention to the crisis of hidden homelessness: the 
number of people accommodated during Everyone In was six times higher than the number of people 
sleeping rough recorded before the pandemic. It is worth noting that these are different data sets 
and that those accommodated during Everyone In also included people deemed to be at risk of rough 
sleeping. However, the disparity between the figures indicates the limitations of data on homelessness. 
Second, we contextualise the crisis response in relation to the impact of hostile environment policies 
and austerity measures.1 Austerity measures have been felt acutely within the homelessness sector, 
especially through reductions in funding for housing and, more generally, cutbacks to spending in the 
social state. The decline in available social support, and increasing difficulty of gaining access to this 
support as a consequence of hostile environment policies, has forced many into destitution. Further, as 
we demonstrate, migrants experiencing homelessness have become increasingly fearful of dealing with 
local authorities and homelessness charities as a consequence of the ‘everyday bordering’ that is 
carried out by the various institutions as they are expected to align their practices with hostile 
environment policies (Yuval-Davis et al., 2018). Moreover, we see in our analysis the enduring impact 
of the ‘border regime’ on those who have been living in the UK for many years. In this section, we 
proceed to discuss our collaboration with nine homelessness organisations and we provide an account 
of how we conducted our research and analysed the data. We provide details of our deployment of 
the life story research method, alongside a consideration of how Everyone In gave us the opportunity 
to hear the seldom-heard stories of those who (before the pandemic) experienced hidden forms of 
homelessness, whether through a mistrust of authorities and/or as a consequence of their practice of 
what we term cultivated invisibility, a habitual mode of conduct through which migrants respond to and 
navigate their experiences of being read as ‘Other’ in racialised or classed terms (Stewart & Sanders, 
2022). In this section, we also relate how we pioneered the use of vignettes in order to capture the 

1 See our blog on the hostile environment: https://www.port.ac.uk/news-events-and-blogs/blogs/democratic-citizenship/what-is-the-
hostile-environment

https://www.port.ac.uk/news-events-and-blogs/blogs/democratic-citizenship/what-is-the-hostile-environment
https://www.port.ac.uk/news-events-and-blogs/blogs/democratic-citizenship/what-is-the-hostile-environment
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temporal dimension of the migrants’ stories of emigration and immigration, hope and despair, and as a 
means of capturing the contradictions and tensions expressed in their stories.

In part two, we focus on the project’s key findings, central to which is the theme of (in)visibility. We 
draw attention to the benefits of the Everyone In initiative for migrants experiencing homelessness. On 
the basis of our interviews with staff working in the sector, we highlight how the suspension in eligibility 
criteria for migrants coupled with a huge increase in emergency accommodation ensured that many 
migrants received homelessness assistance for the first time. In many ways, Everyone In was a great 
success. The benefits were manifold, including access to food, shelter, clothing, healthcare and legal 
advice. It gave some individuals a chance to improve their mental health and cut down on their drinking 
or drug use. At the same time, this was the first encounter, for many homelessness organisations, with 
migrants who had long been among the ranks of the hidden homelessness, those invisibilised through 
rough sleeping or other forms of hidden homelessness such as sofa-surfing or sleeping on public 
transport. Those working in the homelessness sector were able to access their clients in hotel rooms 
rather than having to search for them on the streets; they were able to speak to them ‘in person’ rather 
than on the phone. Crucially, this meant that many individuals hitherto unfamiliar with their rights were 
able to receive advice that enabled them to make progress with their immigration paperwork or their 
search for longer-term accommodation. Furthermore, there were perceived to be increased levels of 
cooperation between various institutions in the homelessness sector, including between various third-
sector organisations and local authorities, especially as quickfire solutions had to be found when Everyone 
In was announced. Charities that were hitherto pitted against each other in competition for funding were 
able to work together - often for the first time - to help their clients.

In the section that follows, we draw attention to the visibilising force of the Everyone In initiative: the 
suspension of eligibility criteria meant that those long-accustomed to being invisibilised could be seen 
and given assistance. Moreover, the initiative also brought into view the extent of the problem of migrant 
homelessness, as many of those who came forward were finding help for the first time and had not been 
included in any statistics on homelessness.

However, in the following sections, we return to the tensions surrounding migrant (in)visibility. In contrast 
to scholarly work that draws attention to strategies of migrant invisibility, we introduce the notion of 
cultivated invisibility to refer to a habitual and embodied practice that involves staying on the move and 
blending into the crowd, avoiding the crowd altogether, or passing as an ‘ordinary’ citizen or commuter 
(Stewart & Sanders, 2022). However, cultivated invisibility also involves being ignored or invisibilised when 
coming forward for help. As a mode of practice, it has become incorporated as a bodily disposition in the 
course of multiple classed and racialised experiences, whether through prolonged experiences of material 
deprivation or through engagements with faces of the state linked to the hostile environment (Humphris, 
2019). With reference to illustrative examples from our fieldwork, we highlight that while cultivated 
invisibility enables a degree of freedom and respite, such as the solitude that can be found amidst the 
urban crowd, the practice ultimately becomes a cause of illegalisation as much as a response to it, and 
also leads to various forms of ill health.

We also demonstrate that despite the degree of visibility afforded by the Everyone In initiative, many of 
the people we spoke to in our research drew attention to how experiences of invisibility continued during 
the initiative. For example, some of those experiencing homelessness were left out on the street despite 
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the call from the government to house everyone regardless of immigration status. For some, this was 
because their practice of cultivated invisibility was so successful that they were not spotted by outreach 
workers, so successfully did they blend into the crowd. In fact, their homelessness only became apparent 
at the height of lockdown when the only people remaining in the concourses of train stations were those 
without a place to go. Others missed out on the initiative and were overlooked despite begging and 
coming forward for help.

We also draw attention to another aspect of being seen: in contrast to feelings of being overlooked 
or invisibilised, individuals we spoke to experienced a sense of hypervisibility during the Everyone In 
initiative. Confined to their rooms during the various lockdowns, it was common for individuals to argue 
that they experienced a lack of autonomy and an increasing sense that their lives were being surveilled. 
It is important to note that the whole country was in lockdown during various phases of our research 
and feelings of loss of control were widespread in the population. However, here we draw attention to 
how those housed in the emergency accommodation responded to their confinement. For example, staff 
in the sector regularly carried out welfare checks. These checks were carried out in a uniform way but 
nevertheless were disproportionately experienced as negative by those with conditions such as PTSD. 
Many of the people we spoke to described their traumas, which included (for example) conflict-related 
and sexual assault-related traumas, as well as trauma deriving from interrogation. As a consequence, 
some individuals were particularly affected by door knocking in the emergency accommodation 
associated with the welfare checks. Along similar lines, some forms of assessment were experienced 
as anxiety-inducing. Many therefore expressed the perception that they were being surveilled. This 
exacerbated the wider experience of being a migrant at a remove from normative whiteness in British 
society, with feelings expressive of being ‘matter out of place’ (Ahmed, 2000; Ahmed et al., 2003; Browne, 
2015). These findings point to the need for a more personalised, trauma-informed approach to welfare 
checks and assessments.

Experiences of hypervisibilisation need to be considered in the context of the hostile environment, which 
we proceed to discuss in the section that follows, with reference to its devastating impact on migrants 
experiencing homelessness and also its implications for those working in the homelessness sector. We 
see how hostile environment policies expect public sector and third sector workers to act as immigration 
officials, though those working in the homelessness sector seek to maintain strict rules around informed 
consent and data sharing. We examine the consequences that accompany the tightening of welfare 
eligibility for migrants and relate the stories of those who are most directly affected by these policies. We 
find that those ineligible for support and unable to work become trapped in poverty, forced to fend for 
themselves in the informal economy or through begging, or they live on modest handouts from charities 
and food banks. The life stories we deploy enable us to see the impact of immigration policies over time. 
In the case of one individual, for example, we see how a decades-long battle with the Home Office to 
resolve his immigration status left him destitute.

Having considered the wider context of the hostile environment, we examine the extent of preparedness 
for the pandemic and draw attention to the need for more OISC-accredited (Office of the Immigration 
Services Commissioner) immigration training in the homelessness sector. One way of achieving this 
if there are limited resources is to work collaboratively with other migrant-specialist organisations in 
the sector. The need for more immigration advisors is indicated in the life stories of some interviewees 
who felt that they were overlooked in the emergency accommodation and did not receive adequate 



4

support. Even the bigger organisations in the homelessness sector which benefited from specialist 
immigration advice felt that they were understaffed in this area. Meanwhile, the smaller organisations 
often relied on ad hoc solutions when working with their clients. Problems deriving from the need for 
more integrated immigration advice in the homelessness sector were compounded by the inadequate 
provision of interpreting services. Staff working in the homelessness sector during the pandemic found 
that the language-based phone services they used were expensive and ineffective in helping to convey 
complex information relating to their clients’ immigration status. However, one beneficial side-effect of 
the pandemic was that the Everyone In initiative made it easier to communicate with clients in-person, 
as they were confined to their rooms. In smaller organisations in the sector, staff had to fall back on ad 
hoc solutions to communication problems such as using their colleagues as interpreters and relying on 
Google Translate. In sum, the shortfall in specialist immigration advice and interpreter services made 
communication difficult for staff in the sector when trying to assist their clients. Such difficulties further 
hindered staff in their quest to gain the trust of their clients. The latter, in turn, were more likely to feel 
ignored, overlooked or invisibilised.

There were nevertheless many positive and beneficial interventions during Everyone In that helped 
migrants resolve their immigration status and move on to more permanent accommodation. For example, 
several respondents had their immigration status resolved during the pandemic. Communication 
with migrants about their health and rights was made easier by the use of safe and secure hotel 
accommodation. Staff in the sector were able to convey crucial information to their clients about their 
asylum claims and they were made aware of the NASS accommodation that was available. Staff were also 
upskilled through their engagement with experts from partner institutions in housing and immigration 
law. Migrants gained access to a number of key support services such as those relating to drug and 
alcohol use, job coaching, Universal Credit application support, and healthcare. Many clients were highly 
appreciative of the temporary accommodation and the facilities therein. Moreover, initiatives were 
launched that gave greater consideration to the lived experiences of staff and their clients. In this section 
of the report, we provide the example of the work carried out by Roma coordinators in one of the larger 
homelessness organisations.

In the report, we focus on migrants’ experiences of isolation and a lack of social embeddedness. We find 
that these were exacerbated by the crisis but are rooted in structural causes and personal issues that very 
often predate their homelessness. For some, their isolation is expressed as a feeling of disconnection from 
a metropolitan existence that contrasts hugely with memories of a more communal existence associated 
with childhood. Without the resources to take up a position in the social field with confidence, they are 
left stranded at the margins of society. Those with limited or unclear entitlements and without the right to 
work are further impeded in their ability to forge social networks through employment. For others, their 
lack of social embeddedness is specifically a story of migration: over the years, they have lost touch with 
friends and relatives, many of whom have long since passed away, in their countries of origin. For many 
of these individuals, communication with extended family and friendship networks is sporadic or non-
existent. For others, a lack of social embeddedness in the city in which they now reside can be explained 
quite simply through a lack of contact with peers and the language barriers that impede them from 
extending their social networks.

We also draw attention to mental health issues that are brought to the fore by the crisis and made visible 
during Everyone In. With reference to our interviews with staff in the homelessness sector, we highlight 
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the need for more funding for embedded specialist mental health support in outreach services. While 
frontline staff did a remarkable job when attending to their clients’ mental health problems, they were 
limited in the support that they could offer. With reference to our life story interviews, we draw attention 
to personal traumas and structural problems that were among the causes of homelessness for migrants. 
At the same time, we highlight how mental health problems have been exacerbated and triggered by 
experiences of homelessness and in the course of engagements with various representatives of the state 
including the Home Office.

A further discussion centres on responses to the food provided during the Everyone In initiative. On the 
surface, this seems like a fairly trivial finding, i.e. that the respondents were not happy with the food that 
they were given. However, our analysis draws attention to the deeper sociological significance of this 
finding. First, we find that in the course of relating their experiences of the emergency accommodation, 
the respondents expressed an intense dislike of the food that they were offered. They contrasted the 
‘one-size-fits-all’ food that they were offered with passionate expressions of longing for foods associated 
with their countries of origin. However, there was more to their disgruntlement than a longing for specific 
foods. They were critical of the regime in the emergency hotels which individualised the act of eating and 
thus stripped it of its social function where eating together is an act of communication through which a 
sense of community can be forged.

In the final part of the report, we draw attention to examples of good practice that we identified in the 
course of our research on the response to the pandemic in the homelessness sector. We then proceed to 
put forward our recommendations.

The recommendations we offer are as follows:

1. We recommend the continued suspension of immigration-related eligibility criteria that made the
Everyone In such a positive initiative for migrants experiencing homelessness and those working in the
homelessness sector. This will require a significant increase in funding for Local Authorities to provide
the requisite accommodation and support.

2. Speed up and simplify the Home Office application process for all immigration status claims. We
recommend better communication between the Home Office and Embassies so that issues such as
lost ID and paperwork can be resolved quickly thus speeding up immigration status claims.

3. It should be more straightforward for asylum seekers to apply to work in the UK while their asylum
claims are being processed. We recommend a reformulation of Section 360 of the Home Office
immigration rules relating to the right to request permission to take up employment. Having a work
permit for this would help individuals to avoid getting involved in the informal economy and risking
illegalisation.

4. Increase the levels of tailored support offered to those claiming asylum. First, we recommend
increasing the asylum seekers’ support rate. At present, this rate is so low that it potentially leads
people into destitution. Second, we propose that stable NASS accommodation should be provided in
an area where an individual has some local connection. At present, asylum seekers are often moved
around the country in an ad hoc manner even if they have lived in an area for a number of years.
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5. Suspend the No Recourse to Public Funds condition. This legislation increases the risk of homelessness
among migrants who are working to resolve their immigration status because they are denied
access to benefits and housing assistance. Moreover, their ability to access work and some forms of
healthcare is restricted.

6. Homelessness organisations need to develop a more personalised and trauma-informed approach
to welfare checks, assessments, and other interactions with clients. Many migrants experiencing
homelessness have experienced traumatic events, whether relating to conflict, sexual assault or
persecution at the hands of the state or border forces. Therefore, there is a risk of re-traumatising
them in the course of everyday encounters. We recommend workshops run by specialists in the
field or people with lived experience that pioneer ways of dealing with clients in a personalised,
compassionate and trauma-informed manner.

7. More research is needed on the extent of hidden homelessness among non-UK nationals in order
to take steps to understand and alleviate the problem. Our research findings demonstrate that the
extent of hidden migrant homelessness is not adequately captured in homelessness statistics. In
order to identify the resources needed to assist the hidden homeless population, we recommend
further research on those with no or limited access to public funds that extends the reach of existing
methodologies in order to better understand and assist this cohort.

8. More provision needs to be made in the homelessness sector for families and groups to enable a
higher degree of social embeddedness. Families fear being separated when they come forward for
help as the typical profile of a homelessness organisation’s client is a single male. We recommend that
better provision is offered for family groups. We also recommend more provision for sociability in the
sector and ways to bring individuals together.

9. Increase the provision of interpreting services in the homelessness sector and tailor the support
offered. Our research shows that migrants were often fearful of engaging with interpreters
because they were worried that these intermediaries might judge them unfavourably or reveal the
circumstances of their lives to others. Another problem is that interpreters are not trained to deal
with traumatic conversations or equipped to translate legal concepts. We recommend that before
being engaged, interpreters are briefed - and preferably trained - about the sensitive topics and legal
concepts that might arise in the conversations.

10. Increase the embedding of specialist immigration advice in the homelessness sector. First, we
recommend that there is an increased provision of OISC-accredited immigration training. This
will require additional funding from local authorities. We found that many migrants were not
aware of their rights to remain in the UK. Immigration advice played a key role in providing crucial
information about this. Second, we recommend greater levels of coordination between homelessness
organisations and specialist migrant support services so that individuals have the best possible chance
of resolving their immigration situation.
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11. Increase the embedding of specialist embedded mental health support in the homelessness sector.
First, we recommend that specialist training is given to outreach workers. This is essential given that
they have to deal with instances of psychosis, chronic depression and suicidal thoughts. Training
will also enable them to recognise the symptoms of PTSD, which are often undiagnosed, and refer
clients to specialist support. Second, we recommend that there are mental health specialist workers
embedded in outreach teams to reduce barriers to accessing support.

12. Listen to people’s stories. We recommend that organisations create spaces for explorative
conversations. Our research demonstrates that giving people a chance to talk about their lives has
many benefits including being therapeutic. Many individuals we spoke to were initially reluctant to talk
because of their previous experiences of assessment or interrogation. When given the opportunity
to engage in conversation, they were often able to offer insights into their back stories and interests,
but at the same time, they could reflect on a range of issues. For example, they reflected on structural
inequalities and family-based traumas but also their hopes and plans for the future.
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Part 1: Providing context

Introduction: Everyone In

On Thursday 26th March 2020, the UK government introduced Everyone In; a £3.2million emergency fund 
requiring local authorities in England to temporarily house all homeless individuals in their area. The drive 
behind Everyone In was primarily health-related; there was a recognition that people sleeping rough are 
susceptible to poorer health outcomes than the rest of the population, particularly respiratory illnesses 
(Groundswell, 2020). At the same time, the need was identified to protect the spread of the virus. This move 
enabled people who were sleeping rough or insecurely housed to access COVID-secure accommodation 
regardless of their immigration status. Figures from the Ministry of Housing and Local Communities2 
confirm that a total of 37,430 people were supported in England as part of Everyone In. Before the 
pandemic, the number of people sleeping rough in England was recorded as 4,266, with estimates in 
March 2020 suggesting some 6,000 people were sleeping rough (Ministry of Housing, Communities and 
Local Government, 2021). In providing support through safe and secure accommodation, Everyone In not 
only provided a crucial moment of visibility for migrants experiencing homelessness, but also highlighted 
the extent of homelessness in the UK; with the number of people accommodated during the scheme 
significantly higher than the number of people sleeping rough recorded before the pandemic even 
taking into account the Government’s aim to include those perceived to be at risk of rough sleeping.3 The 
scheme was a move that, for the first time, allowed migrants to access homelessness support regardless 
of immigration-based eligibility criteria. However, while the Everyone In initiative provided a life-changing 
opportunity for some, it remained embedded in the wider context of social inequality and hostility in the UK.

The introduction of ‘Hostile Environment’ measures in 2012 signalled a landmark moment for migrant 
vulnerability to homelessness in the UK. In then Home Secretary Theresa May’s words, the aim of 
tighter measures was to create ’a really hostile environment for illegal migration’ (cited in Griffiths & 
Yeo, 2021). Yet, the subsequent policies introduced by the government went far beyond the scope of 
‘illegal’ immigration. The political and legal landscape of the Hostile Environment also led to a widening 
of the No Recourse to Public Funds4 (NRPF) condition which manages the accessibility of welfare support 

2 During the course of this research, the Ministry of Housing and Local Communities (MHCLG) changed their name to the Department for 
Levelling Up, Housing, Communities. Throughout this report we will refer to this department by its former name, where it was still known  
as MHCLG.
3 For further information, see: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/rough-sleeping-snapshot-in-england-autumn-2021/annex-
a-support-for-people-sleeping-rough-in-england-2021-not-official-statistics and https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/
Investigation-into-the-housing-of-rough-sleepers-during-the-COVID-19-pandemic.pdf
4 Legislation.gov.uk. (1999). No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) conditions apply to any person subject to immigration controls under 
section 115 of the 1999 Immigration and Asylum Act. This applies to a whole host of immigration statuses including those related to 
student, spousal, visitor and family visas and asylum seeker statuses (whether refused or in process), and other individuals with 
unresolved immigration statuses – also referred to as ‘undocumented’ migrants.

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/rough-sleeping-snapshot-in-england-autumn-2021/annex-a-support-for-people-sleeping-rough-in-england-2021-not-official-statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/rough-sleeping-snapshot-in-england-autumn-2021/annex-a-support-for-people-sleeping-rough-in-england-2021-not-official-statistics
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Investigation-into-the-housing-of-rough-sleepers-during-the-COVID-19-pandemic.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Investigation-into-the-housing-of-rough-sleepers-during-the-COVID-19-pandemic.pdf
http://Legislation.gov.uk
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to migrants in the UK. Prior to Brexit, NRPF dictated that all non-EEA migrants who had not secured 
Indefinite Leave to Remain were unable to access ‘most benefits, tax credits or housing assistance’, 
including local authority homelessness services (The Joint Council for the Welfare of Immigrants, 2020). 
For EEA migrants, support was also curtailed from 2013 onwards, but welfare was still accessible if 
individuals were able to pass the Habitual Residency Test or Right to Reside eligibility test - which required, 
amongst other things, a recorded employment history – bearing in mind that EEA migrants in the UK are 
particularly vulnerable to exploitative and uncontracted working conditions.

In light of Brexit, EEA migrants are now also subject to NRPF measures unless they have been able to 
secure settled or pre-settled status under the EU Resettlement Scheme. The impact of NRPF upon 
migrants was ruled unlawful by the High Court in 2020 for its breach of the Human Rights Act.5 Moreover, 
the hostile environment has engendered a social atmosphere referred to by scholars as ‘everyday 
bordering’, in that it has produced border guards of ordinary citizens (teachers, landlords, support 
workers, doctors, employers) as they become liable if they are found to be providing any service to an 
‘illegal’ immigrant (Cassidy, 2019; Yuval-Davis et al 2017). Research shows that this makes it harder for 
migrants to access public and private services, as providers are hesitant to risk engaging someone who 
may later turn out to be in the UK illegally.

As part of this ‘everyday bordering’, the 2012 Hostile Environment policy strategy required support 
services to assess the eligibility of service users and led to data sharing in relation to ‘illegal immigrants’, 
making fear and suspicion of statutory support common amongst migrants. This was particularly evident 
for the Windrush generation and other Commonwealth citizens who were impacted by devastating 
changes in legislation that resulted in their deportation, detention or denial of legal rights (Gentleman, 
2019). The policies associated with the hostile environment intended to cut off undocumented non-
UK nationals from access to public services, including healthcare. In addition, the government pushed 
to make working or renting a safe place to live increasingly difficult for migrants without the requisite 
immigration paperwork. Recent expressions of the hostile environment include the government 
announcement in 2021 that rough sleeping will increasingly function as grounds for deportation and the 
plan put forward in 2022 to deport asylum seekers to Rwanda for processing.6

It is widely acknowledged that a decade of austerity measures left public services in the UK particularly 
exposed to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, and this was felt palpably in the homelessness sector. 
Our research with support workers and senior figures from homelessness organisations across the UK 
demonstrates that the sector was at crisis point by the beginning of 2020, with funding cuts to local 
authorities leaving organisations unable to respond adequately or effectively to homelessness in their areas:

So yeah, it just feels that we’ve been fighting a losing battle really. And we couldn’t have got lower. 
I mean, by the time COVID hit, I just think we were at the lowest possible point. I couldn’t think of 
a worse housing solution. We were talking about putting tents up in the park and things like that 
(Senior figure at homelessness organisation).

5 For further information, see: https://freemovement.org.uk/part-of-no-recourse-to-public-funds-policy-declared-unlawful-full-judgment-out/
6 See Gov.uk. (2021). Grounds for refusal – rough sleeping in the UK.  
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1033950/Rough_sleeping.pdf
https://theconversation.com/rwanda-deportations-what-is-the-european-court-of-human-rights-and-why-did-it-stop-the-uk-flight-from-
taking-off-185143

https://freemovement.org.uk/part-of-no-recourse-to-public-funds-policy-declared-unlawful-full-judgment-out/
http://Gov.uk
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1033950/Rough_sleeping.pdf
https://theconversation.com/rwanda-deportations-what-is-the-european-court-of-human-rights-and-why-did-it-stop-the-uk-flight-from-taking-off-185143
https://theconversation.com/rwanda-deportations-what-is-the-european-court-of-human-rights-and-why-did-it-stop-the-uk-flight-from-taking-off-185143
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These thoughts were echoed by individuals across homelessness organisations and urban contexts. 
In essence, it was felt that a decade of austerity had replaced meaningful support services capable of 
protecting UK citizens and residents from harm with a system that only responded when absolutely 
necessary, and with the most basic response justifiable:

From one side they are destroying all the fabric of the welfare state and then from the other side 
they’re injecting money in emergency services, which is rough-sleeping services, because we are 
running emergency and we shouldn’t exist really… [So] in order to get a service, you’ve got to hit 
rock bottom, you’ve got to find yourself on the street before somebody will come along to meet 
with you, to assess you. Because we’ve not invested in an infrastructure above that to be capturing 
people (Outreach lead).

For individuals with NRPF, this is felt specifically through the government policy that NRPF conditions will 
only be lifted when someone has become destitute, with risk of destitution not considered sufficient for 
access to statutory support. For migrants with recourse to public funds, the experience is similar to those 
of UK nationals experiencing homelessness, except that non-UK nationals – as shown above – are more 
likely to face migrant-specific barriers when trying to overcome homelessness, such as English language 
issues, missing ID documentation, and everyday racisms from potential landlords and employers as well as 
statutory services themselves (Centre for Research on Migration, Refugees and Belonging n.d.).
It is crucial to understand the impact of the UK’s housing crisis on migrant homelessness prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. For Stephens and Stephenson (2016, p. 63), the housing crisis must be understood in 
the wider context of austerity, and as part of a ‘radical reorientation’ of policy since 2010, through which 
consecutive governments have increased barriers to affordable housing for low income groups whilst 
simultaneously withdrawing the various safety measures put in place to protect them from homelessness. 
As Lund (2018) elaborates, in 2010, the Department of Communities and Local Government (subsequently 
renamed the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, and then the Department for 
Levelling Up, Housing and Communities) was hit by a 50 per cent budget cut. As a consequence, between 
2010 and 2015, central government funding for social housing was reduced from £6.8 billion to £2 billion. 
There have also been major cuts relating to support services for people experiencing homelessness over 
the past decade or so. For example, a report on local authority spending on homelessness in England 
notes that ‘low and medium level support services have been particularly reduced, meaning that people 
are left to manage for themselves – and support is increasingly only available when someone reaches 
crisis point’ (WPI Economics, 2020, p. 6).

The shortage of social housing and, more generally, the shortage of affordable housing options, forces 
vulnerable populations into multiple hidden forms of homelessness, from inadequate and overcrowded 
housing all the way to rough sleeping, as individuals and families facing socio-economic deprivation are 
increasingly unlikely to be able to access social housing or secure a private tenancy. The housing crisis 
impacts migrants most profoundly as they are already disadvantaged at best, and blocked at worst, from 
access to the welfare state. The crisis also has a gender dimension, and this was made apparent in the 
course of the interviews that we conducted in the sector. Quantitative data on homelessness fails to 
capture the extent of hidden homelessness and particularly the hidden homelessness of women. One 
senior figure in the sector related the following:
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I think women, they’ve got… they are able to find alternatives to rough sleeping, whether that may 
be, you know, actually going into men’s houses and doing whatever they need to do in order not to 
rough sleep. And I think there’s a lot of hidden homelessness amongst ... the female population – 
more women sleeping on buses (Manager of migrant services).

While the hostile environment and austerity politics have impacted migrants from the EEA7 in different 
ways to those from outside the EEA, government policy has seen both a decrease in the number of 
pathways to support non-UK nationals, and an increase in eligibility conditions where support is available. 
For non-EEA migrants, this has been shaped by a broadening of the NRPF condition to subsume greater 
numbers of individuals, and for EEA migrants by the inclusion of the Habitual Residence Test as well as 
the shift to Universal Credit; which, despite being increased by £20 per week during the pandemic, was 
cut back to pre-pandemic levels in October 2021 and risked forcing thousands of low income renters 
into homelessness (Crisis, 2021a). According to research conducted by Crisis and Heriott Watt University, 
over Christmas in 2021, 227,000 households across Britain were experiencing a form of homelessness 
(Crisis, 2021b). It is predicted that this figure will rise to 350,000 households in Britain by 2041, despite 
the Government’s 2019 election commitment to end rough sleeping by 2024. Research has shown that 
although non-UK nationals make up a disproportionate number of people sleeping rough, the true figure 
representing the number of migrants experiencing homelessness is unknown. Recent research by Britain 
Thinks and Crisis have demonstrated a poor public understanding of non-UK nationals experiencing 
homelessness, with many perceptions narrowly limited to Channel crossings and people seeking asylum 
(Crisis, 2021c). A key intervention of our research project is to listen to the voices of migrants experiencing 
homelessness who were unlikely to be accounted for in the abovementioned statistics on homelessness.

Methodology

Over the course of the project, we have worked with nine homelessness organisations across three cities 
in the south-east of England. In total, we conducted interviews with 70 individuals. The project was 
funded by the ESRC/UKRI in order to conduct research on migrant homelessness in the context of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. As the UK went in and out of lockdowns, we knew from the outset that we would 
have to find novel and flexible ways of conducting the research. The research consisted of three phases: 
During phase one, we conducted interviews with thirty-seven managers and support staff across nine 
homelessness organisations. A key objective here was to get a sense of how their organisations had 
coped during the COVID-19 crisis and played their part in the Everyone In initiative. We also sought their 
views on their experiences of working with non-UK nationals who experienced homelessness during the 
pandemic. We also had conversations and interviews with immigration advisers, politicians and individuals 
working for local authorities in order to get a variety of perspectives on this topic. These interviews were 
semi-structured and were conducted in-person or on platforms such as Google Meet and Zoom. Through 
the homelessness organisations, we were able to build connections with migrants who were receiving 
support through their services. Many of these individuals would not have been accessible to us were it not 
for the Everyone In initiative, which provided support to migrants experiencing homelessness regardless 

7 The EEA (European Economic Area) refers to EU member states with the addition of Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway.
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of their immigration status. Furthermore, through our contact with colleagues at the homelessness 
organisations, we were able to work with a female Romani-speaking mediator to arrange interviews 
with seldom-heard groups such as Roma women, whose experiences of prejudice and marginalisation in 
Romania and in the UK meant that they were initially cautious of engaging with us. We also engaged with 
those who had experienced forms of persecution on the grounds of religion, politics and/or sexuality. Our 
contacts at the homelessness organisations also enabled us to get in touch with women migrants. This 
was vitally important because we found that women are far less likely to be in receipt of homelessness 
support than men, and far more likely to persist with dangerous, precarious or temporary (sofa-surfing) 
living situations due to the particular dangers that rough sleeping poses for women.

During the second phase of the fieldwork, we conducted life story interviews with 43 migrants. We sought 
ethical guidance on conducting this fieldwork from our colleague Professor Sally R. Munt, who is the Chair 
and Clinical Director of the Brighton Exiled/Refugee Trauma Service (BERTS) and has extensive experience 
of working with individuals who have experienced trauma.8 On the basis of Professor Munt’s advice, we 
decided that the life story interviews should be made up of three parts and should be conducted over two 
or three sittings. The reason for this was to start off with questions that deal with the practical realities of 
the everyday before moving on to deeper questions about social origin and the causes of homelessness. 
In the first part of the interview, we asked questions relating to their experiences of COVID-19. We 
asked, for example, where they had stayed during the past year, and how they had coped during their 
experiences of homelessness. In the second part of the interview, we covered their reasons for coming 
to the UK and asked for details of their journey(s). In the third part of the interview, we asked about their 
family background and childhood memories. In the interview situation, when potentially re-traumatising 
topics or issues were raised, we gave interviewees the option to disclose only as much as they were 
comfortable with. Moreover, where issues were identified, we referred them to specialist support via 
BERTS and/or homelessness organisations. Faced with COVID-related restrictions, we conducted a mixture 
of face-to-face and remote (via video and audio calls) interviews. As the lockdown restrictions eased, 
we were able to conduct a greater proportion of the interviews in person. Throughout the project, we 
further developed the ethnographic element of the research and, in doing so, generated field notes as 
well as notes deriving from informal conversations. The interviews were recorded on digital devices and 
transcribed. There were two instances where the interviewees declined to have their voice recorded and 
so we produced transcripts from the interview notes. Most of the interviews were conducted in English 
but we used interpreters for twelve of them.

In our research, we defined ‘homeless’ broadly and we included anyone who described themselves 
as homeless. However, seeking to avoid the stigmatising potential of the label ‘homeless’, we refer 
to individuals experiencing homelessness. We adopted FEANTSA’s (2017) European Typology of 
Homelessness and Housing Exclusion (ETHOS) which offers a broad and inclusive means of understanding 
the situation of the migrants experiencing homelessness in our project. ETHOS includes four conceptual 
categories – roofless, houseless, insecure and inadequate – within which to identify thirteen operational 
categories and living situations. For example, their typology includes the situation of those who are 
roofless, living rough in streets or public spaces without shelter, as well as those who are houseless and 
in temporary accommodation such as a shelter or reception centre. It includes the situation of those 

8 In addition to Munt’s valuable input, our interdisciplinary team drew on expertise from sociology (Stewart), geography (Peacock), 
anthropology (Sanders) and linguistics (Piazza).
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who are in insecure housing, such as those ‘sofa surfing’ with family, friends or contacts, and also those 
who are in inadequate accommodation, whether in temporary buildings or dwellings that are unfit for 
habitation. In our project, we encountered migrants who were living in conditions that match each of 
these categories and many of them had moved from one type of homelessness and housing exclusion 
to another in the course of time. There were no simple patterns: for example, while some migrants were 
moved into accommodation as part of the Everyone In initiative and received unprecedented levels of 
assistance during the pandemic, others missed out and the isolation they experienced surpassed anything 
that they had endured before.

Our conceptualisation of ‘migrant’ is also broad, and we sought to avoid relying on definitions from state 
immigration apparatus as this excludes more complex and non-linear cases (Wimmer & Glick Schiller, 
2003). All of our respondents were born outside of the UK. However, their immigration statuses varied 
greatly. For example, the migrants that we interviewed included some who had been living in the UK for 
several decades. Some had recently gained indefinite leave to remain; others had still yet to resolve their 
immigration status. Some of these individuals were asylum seekers or had been granted refugee status; 
others had arrived with regular visa status but this had since lapsed. Some had a NRPF condition attached 
to their status; others, in principle at least, had access to benefits.

Multiple interrelated factors are often at play in the causes of migrant homelessness including those at a 
macro-level (e.g. government immigration policy and austerity measures, the housing crisis, global events) 
and micro-level (e.g. mental health issues, lack of access to work, isolation, traumatic experiences). As 
Schlay and Rossi (1992, p. 145) underscore, all factors ‘multiply the effects of each to the extent that it 
becomes impossible for many people to acquire and maintain permanent housing’.

We interviewed migrants experiencing homelessness using the life story research method. Aware that 
all interview situations reflect the context in which they are produced and are embedded with unequal 
power relations, we chose life story interviews because they provided a participatory and dialogical 
environment which also had therapeutic benefits, as has been noted by other researchers (Etherington, 
2009; Kearney, 2007). Life stories provide a critical intervention in understanding social life: the interview 
process is collaborative but enables the interviewee to play the role of expert in relation to their 
experiences and the life worlds they inhabit (Atkinson et al., 2012; Brannen, 2019; Bruner, 1986). Despite 
the unequal power relation of the interview situation and its artificiality, this expertise, on the part of the 
interviewee, enables the construction of alternative visions of social reality. As discussed above, life stories 
were co-produced with respondents over several sittings, where appropriate, and this enabled them to 
linger on details that seemed most important to them, and to omit things that they were not comfortable 
to discuss. The long duration of the interviews gave our interlocutors time to adjust to the situation and 
we encouraged them to express their views. The creation of narratives gave a temporal dimension to 
the stories, enabling a stronger understanding of the intersection of their biographies with wider social 
structures and events. This collaborative process of meaning making also left room for contradiction and 
irresolution in the stories. For example, expressions of fatalism and powerlessness were situated alongside 
future-oriented plans that provided visions of family life, work opportunities and material well-being.

Many of the interviewees have suffered misfortune in their lives and we did not wish to stir up traumatic 
memories. Migrants are likely to be suspicious of researchers, having had negative experiences of 
assessment interviews with the police, the Home Office, or even third sector organisations, that relate to 
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their immigration status (Humphris, 2019; Yuval-Davis et al., 2018). This is certainly something that we 
found when we sought to arrange interviews through our contacts at the homelessness organisations with 
whom we were working. For example, at one hotel that specialised in helping young people, one of the 
clients initially agreed to speak to us but changed his mind. His friends warned him against speaking to 
anyone because such communication might jeopardise his ability to stay in the UK while his immigration 
status was unresolved and he was working in the informal economy.

We asked our interviewees to reflect on memories from their childhood, discuss their taste in food, 
consider the significance of religious beliefs in their lives, and envisage how they might live their lives 
in the future. We sought to create an inclusive, caring and reciprocal environment (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2014; Srigley et al., 2018). After an interview with Roma migrants, Ana said ‘thank you for the beautiful 
questions’. She said that ‘we would also like to thank you because these were some special kinds 
of questions that not everyone asked us so far.’ Nevertheless, despite our endeavours, many of the 
respondents still assumed that we were working for the Home Office. For example, one of the individuals 
we spoke to urged us to intervene on her behalf and arrange for her children to attain the right to live in 
the UK on a permanent basis. In this situation, it was difficult to manage expectations.

As a research team, we deployed a collaborative form of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Richards 
& Hemphill, 2018) whereby we met on a weekly basis to analyse the data and generate themes. We 
also stumbled upon a further research method in the course of writing up the demographic information 
and the initial findings: we wrote vignettes about each of our interlocutors. The initial purpose of these 
vignettes was to provide an aide-memoire, a means of capturing, in a few pages, the rich texture of each 
individual life story. However, we soon found that this genre has other benefits: it enables us to highlight 
the temporal dimension of the life story interviews, capturing moments of hope, in the past and projected 
towards the future, as well as the complex and deep-rooted causes of crises. Moreover, the vignettes 
provide a means of capturing and making sense of some of the contradictions and unresolved tensions 
put forward in the life stories.

In writing up the research findings, and sketching the vignettes, we have used pseudonyms when referring 
to our interlocutors.
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Part 2: Everyone In and 
experiences of (in)visibility

Benefits of the Everyone In initiative

The report produced by the Kerslake Commission on Homelessness and Rough Sleeping (2021, p. 7) notes 
that ‘[b]y providing nutrition and a safe and comfortable environment … [Everyone In] gave clients the 
headspace to improve their health and housing situation’. Many of the interviewees in our research drew 
attention to the overwhelming benefits of the initiative:

Ali: The places here, as you can see, they’ve got more staff, they can clean your room, they can 
do everything for you, you can have a breakfast, you can have tea or coffee, but there are more 
strict rules.

Joshua: It is an extremely nice place to stay for anybody in my position – nice location, tidy, clean. 
The staff who are taking care of us are just meticulous. I can’t say anything against them. I am 
more than … I will forever be obliged to this organisation and the staff.

Marcia: I can’t complain about anything … helping me, give me food, somewhere to sleep. I can’t 
fault them for that. I can’t complain. Giving you somewhere to live is so important.

Jango: Well, as long as I was with [homelessness organisation], my life is much better. Even being 
locked up in the room for all day is better than sleeping on the street, because sleeping on the 
street is a nightmare. If you tell me to stay in a room and get food, that is okay with me, than 
sleeping on the street. Because I’ve been sleeping on the street for 13 years, so I know how it looks 
like staying on the street. So, if they give you a place like this, it’s clean, and they giving you food, 
they are supporting you, you know, and they’re helping me with anything you ask them, they are 
willing to help you, it is like little heaven.

Everyone In, launched by the UK Government was life changing for many migrants experiencing 
homelessness during the COVID-19 pandemic. In suspending eligibility criteria relating to immigration 
policies (including the NRPF condition) that blocked migrants from accessing statutory support, the 
initiative required local authorities in England to house all individuals regardless of their immigration 
status. Funding for emergency hotels ensured that there was a massive increase in accommodation 
options for those experiencing homelessness. In providing safe and secure accommodation, such as in 
hotels that were temporarily adopted by local authorities, many migrants encountered homelessness 
organisations for the first time. Homelessness organisations, in turn, had their first engagements with 
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migrants who had been rough sleeping or experiencing other forms of homelessness including sofa-
surfing and sleeping on public transport. Hitherto, those ineligible for support would simply not be able to 
access the support offered. Meanwhile, many migrants eligible for support did not come forward for help 
before Everyone In for a number of reasons including a lack of knowledge about their rights and what is 
available to them and also from negative experiences of dealing with local authorities where they feel 
that they were ignored or dismissed. In a briefing, Crisis (2020, p. 1) noted the progress associated with 
Everyone In. They comment that it ‘undoubtedly saved lives, taking a public health approach, regardless 
of pre-existing arbitrary tests of who might qualify for statutory homelessness assistance’. At the same 
time, the Government was commended for suspending evictions from Home Office accommodation and 
from private and social rented sectors. Our interlocutors were very grateful for the assistance that they 
received. However, they also questioned why it took a pandemic to trigger this kind of intervention:

Piotr: For me this lockdown it gave me opportunity that the whole government, the whole system 
suddenly they found funds, suddenly they have got funds and places and in one week they took 
all of the homeless people from the King’s Cross in one week. I was the last one, I wake up and I 
was the last one and only homeless in the whole King’s Cross station, there was no one else. It was 
shut. Why now? Why you couldn’t do it before? You need COVID-19 for this.

The separate rooms provided in the emergency accommodation associated with Everyone In also 
benefited those who were in recovery from alcohol use. In the extract below, Lukasz, a 58-year-old Polish 
man who has been in the UK for 18 years, relates how he felt more able to manage his alcohol use when 
in the hotel, as compared to when he was sleeping rough. The emergency accommodation also provided 
a safe space in which he could experience improved mental health:

Lukasz: … I liked it there, it was very comfortable, I wasn’t drinking that time for about eight 
months. I was smoking, only going out to smoke twice a day, there was a TV there. Now, I’ve got 
a tablet, but I had a TV that time in my room, and it was absolutely brilliant for me. Oh, and I also 
was given like parcels, food parcels from probation.

I: So, do you think that…I suppose staying away from alcohol was harder or easier in the hotel?

Lukasz: Easier.

I: Easier, and here as well?

Lukasz: So, I do buy…I do drink here from time to time, and even some…one is behind you, [some 
water], and I do buy [alcohol] from time to time and have a drink, but not as much as I would drink 
when I was on the street. So here, I have a drink and I go to sleep, but when you are on the street, 
where would you go? You have nowhere to go, so you drink to be drunk. So, the fact that I was 
able to get to the hotel and I live here, because previously I was homeless, so that was really good.

I: And that’s what I was going to ask, do you think that being in the hotel and here has been 
positive for your mental health, for your chances of moving beyond homelessness and maybe for 
your relationship with alcohol?

Lukasz: Yes, definitely.
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Staff working in the homelessness sector also noted the many benefits of the Everyone In initiative, 
including the provision of accommodation, food and clothing, alongside access to healthcare and 
immigration advice. Those who had long been accustomed to sleeping on the floor in a shelter alongside 
many others suddenly found themselves with a room of their own for the first time.

Several respondents in our study had their immigration status resolved during the pandemic; some of 
these received benefits for the first time. Staff noted that the provision of immigration advice increased 
during the crisis. There was also the sense that it was easier to engage in dialogue with migrants about 
the options open to them in seeking to resolve their immigration status when they were in the emergency 
accommodation. As a senior figure in outreach put it, speaking to people when they were safe and secure 
in a hotel for several months was easier than attempting to converse with someone who is ‘on the street 
corner or kerb or gutter’. Moreover, because their clients were in one place rather than roaming the 
streets, it was easier for the support workers to engage with them and gather the evidence required to 
resolve their immigration status:

I think for me, there was a huge amount of…not joy, but excitement about a service which was 
finally kind of taking its time to address with migrants really long-term issues that would have 
not been addressed previously, or which is really difficult to address while people are still rough 
sleeping. So, for example, I’ve worked for the…well, ever since the EUSS scheme came out, to try 
and work with clients to get them to link in with immigration services so that they apply for settled 
status. There are so many clients that I’ve worked with for the last year, or year and a half, who it 
has been so difficult to work with them because they are still rough sleeping, trying to help them 
gather that evidence towards that (Tenancy case manager).

Those working in the homelessness sector were able to relate a beneficial unintended consequence of the 
post-Brexit settlement for EEA migrants: whereas before Brexit, they had to prove that they had worked in 
the UK for five years, now they just had to prove that they had been in the UK for five years in order to be 
eligible for settled status. Moreover, they were able to convey crucial information to migrants that was not 
otherwise readily accessible. For example, as a Deputy Manager at a homelessness organisation relates, 
many of her clients were not aware that if they had an open asylum claim or an appeal of an asylum 
claim, they would be eligible for NASS accommodation. As she put it, ‘people just don’t know, and why 
would they?’.

Various other forms of support were offered to people who would otherwise be turned away. For 
example, some migrants were offered support around managing alcohol use; others received job 
coaching, help writing CVs, and guidance for applying for Universal Credit; some were given scripts 
so that they could obtain medicine at pharmacies; others were put in touch with GPs and healthcare 
professionals; some were given funds to travel to job interviews; others were given smart clothing to wear 
in order to make an impression at job interviews. Those staying in the emergency accommodation were 
given haircuts as well as access to healthcare. Connecting their clients to external services such as alcohol 
and substance abuse support was much easier when they were all in one place, in the emergency hotels.
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In sum, Everyone In shows what is possible when eligibility criteria are suspended:

I mean, for the first time in a long time, we had an option to give people that didn’t discriminate 
against whether they had recourse or not and that was very nice, so that’s why we were able to 
move so quickly as well because it didn’t matter, you rang our doorbell, fine, we’ll house you. 
It didn’t matter about who they were, it mattered about their support need rather than their 
entitlement to any recourse (Outreach lead).

I think it’s good that everybody was housed without question and I think that was a really key point 
that it didn’t matter where you were from you were put into accommodation and you were fed 
which we’ve never experienced anything like, have we really, you know – everybody taken off the 
streets and given a home (Support worker).

They love it they love it. They have a hotel room with a kettle and a TV and a bathroom of their 
own. They can lock their door. They don’t need to sleep next to someone else. We feed them three 
meals a day, they get snacks, they get drinks … [This even extends to those with] no recourse to 
public funds. We top up their mobiles, we give them vapes, we don’t give cigarettes, but we give 
them vapes. They have access to nurses on site. To be fair they’ve never been looked after so much 
ever in the UK (Assessment and reconnection worker).

The benefit for those experiencing homelessness was significant. Staff recall that those given a room 
took ownership of this space: they were empowered and able to take pride in keeping their room tidy. 
Regarding this improvement in the material conditions of their existence, a support worker noted that 
the homeless population were perhaps among the minority of those in society who actually benefited 
in some way from the COVID-19 pandemic. Of course, this positive reading needs to be considered 
with two caveats: first, Everyone In was a response to a public health crisis rather than an act of charity 
or generosity on behalf of the UK Government. Second, it was an anomalous initiative and since the 
loosening of pandemic-related restrictions and the closing of the emergency hotels, the situation has 
become, for most of the homeless population, ‘business as usual’.

Everyone In was announced suddenly and it meant that there was an urgent need to house people 
regardless of their immigration status. There was, in a sense, a bit of a panic and a flurry of chaotic activity 
in making the necessary arrangements. However, the initiative was largely successful and it also enabled 
a coming together of various stakeholders in the sector. As a support worker observed, clients, staff, local 
authorities and government worked ‘hand-in-hand’. It was an experiment, an improvised plan, and yet 
one that yielded positive results. Along similar lines, a senior figure at a homelessness organisation noted 
that his organisation was able to work alongside and in cooperation with other similar entities, as well as 
with the local authorities. This point was also underscored by a volunteer at a charity for refugees, asylum 
seekers and immigrants who noted that her organisation was now regularly in touch with homelessness 
organisations with whom they had never worked before. Such contact enabled them to join forces to 
resolve problems for their clients. There was a sense of collective endeavour, a ‘blitz spirit’. For example, 
we were told about how two organisations worked together to support a woman who had started to sleep 
out on the streets again and was in a vulnerable situation. Those working in the homelessness sector 
also identified benefits associated with regular contact with legal experts during Everyone In. This led 
to upskilling for those working in charities, as they acquired new knowledge in relation to housing and 
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immigration law. The sense of collective endeavour that emerged contrasted with the business-as-usual 
model that operates during which homelessness organisations and other charities are pitted against each 
other in competition for resources and funding. As a consequence, and at its best, Everyone In enabled 
homelessness organisations to support clients to resolve their immigration status, apply for benefits and 
make connections with private renting schemes in order to find accommodation. Housing officers were 
able to visit the homelessness services and speak directly with the clients to find out about their needs. 
This contrasted with the usual situation whereby such business was conducted over the phone, with the 
clients not included in the conversations.

A further success story of Everyone In was its successful role in preventing the spread of COVID-19 among 
the homeless population. All of the homelessness organisations that we engaged with related how they 
had restricted the spread of the virus to a few cases. We did not hear of any COVID-related deaths in 
the emergency accommodation, though the first wave of our fieldwork, which involved interviews with 
staff working in the homelessness sector, finished earlier in the project and before there were further 
surges in COVID cases around the UK. This response from a project worker at a homelessness organisation 
highlights their successes:

For my clients, we’ve not had any cases of COVID. In terms of COVID securing and risk assessing, 
we’re more able to do that in line with [organisation] accommodation policies in general, so we’ve 
got, yeah, the organisational policies and procedures are in place, so we’re able to put in those 
safety factors (Project worker).

Homelessness organisations came together and arranged that one hotel in particular would be set aside 
for COVID cases. When their clients tested negative, they would be returned to the hotel where they were 
originally based.

Everyone In provided a fantastic moment of hope for staff and their clients in the homelessness sector. 
As a support worker put it at the time, Everyone In ‘is temporary. But, I do believe it gives people a 
chance, at least, to get on their feet and maybe even, those that, for example, need to be in the UK for 
a certain period of time, perhaps they could, to then be able to apply for status’. In retrospect, Everyone 
In was a great success but it was also a temporary initiative. In this sense, it was tinged with the sense of 
being a fragile dream that evaporates when the dreamer wakes up and confronts a reality that has not 
fundamentally changed. When the hotels closed, migrants experiencing homelessness were back on the 
streets unless they were among those lucky enough to find more permanent accommodation during 
Everyone In. As the treasurer at a charity for asylum seekers and refugees noted, Everyone In was ‘such a 
good policy’ … but, he adds ruefully, ‘if only it had continued’.

Visibility

Everyone In provided a moment of visibility for migrants experiencing homelessness. First, it meant that 
they were seen by those working in the homelessness sector, due to the suspension of immigration-
related eligibility criteria, and were thus able to receive assistance. Second, Everyone In fleetingly brought 
into view a crisis already in the works (Sanders, 2020): thousands of individuals from the ranks of the 
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‘hidden homeless’, those absent from statistics on homelessness. A sense of visibility is something that 
runs through data deriving from the life stories that we conducted during the COVID-19 crisis. We include 
a vignette below that provides details of Alexandru’s story and how he benefited from the Everyone 
In initiative.

Alexandru’s story

Alexandru is a 40-year-old man from Romania, who arrived in the UK approximately three and 
half years ago in search of work opportunities. Alexandru describes his mother as white Romanian 
but his father as belonging to the Roma community. Alexandru’s relocation to the UK was not his 
first experience of travelling for work, as he had successfully lived and worked in Turkey, Sweden 
and Denmark previously. As such, Alexandru did not intend to settle in the UK, but rather to work 
temporarily in order to improve his life in Romania, where work opportunities were scarce. It was 
also not Alexandru’s intention to travel to the UK specifically, but to travel to whichever country 
offered work opportunities at that time. Alexandru had worked as a ‘handyman’ prior to travel, and 
his first job in the south of England was as a casual employee at a carwash. Alexandru had been 
made aware of this opportunity through virtual communications with some men from his village in 
Romania who had already relocated to the south of England, and upon arrival in the UK he shared 
a flat with these acquaintances. Neither the flat nor the employment at the car wash required 
Alexandru to sign contracts, and as such his housing and employment remained ‘unofficial’. Now, 
Alexandru wishes that he had been more knowledgeable about how things worked in the UK, as 
a lack of information regarding bureaucratic procedures, taxation and the like left him particularly 
vulnerable to exploitation and, eventually, homelessness.

After some months of working at the carwash, Alexandru had learnt enough about life in the UK to 
know that his working conditions there were exploitative. He was earning £30 a day at most for his 
labour (for a ten hour shift) and the nature of work was sporadic and unreliable, making it difficult to 
budget for food and accommodation. Shortly after this point Alexandru left the carwash and the city 
he had been living in, travelling to London in search of a means to re-establish himself financially. 
After a month of being street homeless in London, Alexandru returned again to the city where he 
had previously been living. By this point, he had come to understand that in order to be paid at 
minimum wage for his work he would need a National Insurance number, as these businesses would 
require him to be on a payroll. Yet, Alexandru still did not know enough about the system to be sure 
of how he could go about getting a National Insurance number or, indeed, if he was eligible for one.

To make matters worse, it was around this time that Alexandru lost his jacket on a night out and with 
it his Romanian ID card. He reported the card as lost but did not replace it as, once again, Alexandru 
was unsure of how he would go about doing so. Still unable to find work, Alexandru became street 
homeless once again after a brief spell in accommodation. He remained street homeless for several 
months, until he befriended an older Romanian man – also street homeless – who introduced him 
to a local homelessness support organisation in January 2020. For the next few months, before 
the pandemic resulted in homeless individuals being housed in hotels through the Everyone In 
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scheme, Alexandru slept on a night-by-night basis in the organisation’s night bed dormitories, and 
in the days would use the organisation’s day centre to wash and eat. Moving beyond homelessness 
was, at this time, effectively impossible for Alexandru, as he was low priority for social housing, and 
had no documentation that would allow him to claim welfare support (including housing benefit). 
Indeed, without documentation, Alexandru would also not be able to secure his own tenancy, even 
if funding had been achievable.

It was only when Alexandru met his friend on the street that he became aware of just how 
important it was for him to replace his ID documentation. Today, Alexandru still does not understand 
coherently how Brexit has changed his legal status and right to remain in the UK. Before meeting 
his friend and becoming introduced to the day service last year, Alexandru had no idea about the 
EU settlement scheme or that his right to stay in the UK now depended upon securing settled 
status by the end of the Brexit transitional period. The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 
had made replacing his lost documentation almost impossible, despite the efforts of support 
workers at the homelessness organisation. Lockdown measures and consequent office closures 
hindered both communications with the Romanian embassy and the attempts of support workers 
to gain immigration advice from local organisations and advice bodies. In addition, the onset of 
the pandemic – and the government’s Everyone In scheme – quadrupled the population of clients 
with whom local homelessness support workers were engaging. Alexandru felt that staff did not 
have the time or energy to respond sufficiently to the demands of his particular circumstance, and 
staff did not feel themselves adequately trained to understand the intricacies of his immigration 
situation. In addition, Alexandru is less than confident in his English language proficiency, and there 
remains no allocated funding locally for interpretation services. This means that Alexandru and his 
homelessness support workers had to rely on Google Translate to (attempt to) communicate with 
Alexandru and to understand information on the Romanian Embassy website.

Despite the impact of COVID-19 on his dreams of getting his documentation in order, Alexandru 
is grateful that the pandemic allowed him to have his own caseworker, and to have an improved 
standard of accommodation from the night-beds he was sleeping in previously. In contrast to the 
transience of night-by-night accommodation, the pandemic has provided him with his own private 
room for which he owns a key. In the hotel phase of the accommodation scheme, Alexandru was 
also in receipt of three meals a day. Since he has been moved on from the hotels, Alexandru relies 
upon a local church for his hot meal of the day and he goes there every lunch time to collect it. 
Aside from this and a morning walk Alexandru struggled with boredom throughout the pandemic, 
and also feels that a growing frustration as he awaits his ID documentation has amplified his alcohol 
consumption. Yet, one year later and with support from the homelessness organisation, Alexandru 
is now finally on the cusp of securing his replacement ID documentation and, happily, has been 
able to secure settled status, ensuring his right to remain in the UK. Now, Alexandru hopes to find 
secure employment with a decent wage, so that he can move out of temporary accommodation to 
a permanent home. For Alexandru, turning 40 has been a landmark event which has shone a light 
on the absence in his life of a family of his own. He hopes that work and stable housing will give him 
the chance to start a family in the years ahead.
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Through a mixture of chance encounters (i.e. with a fellow Romanian who was experiencing 
homelessness) and his engagement with a homelessness organisation during Everyone In, Alexandru 
was able to replace his lost ID and thus apply for settled status before the end of the Brexit transitional 
period. Significantly, Alexandru, in common with other migrants experiencing homelessness, gained 
a moment of visibility as a consequence of the Everyone In initiative. Everyone In provided access to 
food, accommodation and healthcare but it also provided something else of paramount importance: 
immigration advice (even if, as we see in Alexandru’s example and elsewhere in this report, this was 
limited in scope). In the extract below, we see a further example of how immigration advice obtained 
at homelessness organisations enabled some migrants to resolve their immigration status. The story of 
Albert, a 71-year-old German man, provides an extreme example: he has been in the UK since 1975 but 
only came on an emergency passport; his passport was stolen in December 1974 along with other papers 
and documents, while he was on holiday in the UK. Years later, having lost his accommodation and job, 
he did not have any paperwork to prove his identity. He was not in a position to claim what (after Brexit) 
was his right: to obtain settled status. The new requirements meant that he needed to have been living in 
the UK for the last five years. However, it was only through his engagement with immigration advisors at a 
homelessness organisation that he was able to sort out his papers and apply for settled status: 

I: OK. And it’s through [homelessness organisation] that you’ve now been able to get some advice 
about your paperwork and get that ... 

Albert: Yes - that’s very, very good advice that they’ve given me. Very helpful.

I: So, they say that they’ve helped you arrange that to get your … 

Albert: I can get a bank account, my ID, my national insurance number, my birth certificate, which I 
need to get a passport, anything they could probably bring in.

Prior to Everyone In, Albert, like Alexandru and others, was invisibilised by the crisis of migrant 
homelessness. In other words, not only were they excluded from social welfare, healthcare and housing 
and therefore limited in the ability to come forward for help, they were missing from homelessness 
statistics. Direct and structural racism impact the absence of data on migrant homelessness, both because 
statutory support services (which would traditionally collect and store data) are largely inaccessible to 
migrants and because many migrants are likely to be too scared of state surveillance to make themselves 
known to these support organisations. Crisis (2019) estimates that approximately one-third of all 
households accepted as homeless by local authorities were non-UK nationals; indeed, such data omits 
those ineligible for statutory support.

Nevertheless, that migrants currently make up less than one-tenth of the British population throws into 
stark relief the particular vulnerability of migrants to homelessness. Crisis’s (2019) report also suggests 
that migrants experiencing rough sleeping are more likely to be EEA migrants, whilst non-EEA migrants 
are more likely to be ‘sofa surfing’ through friend and family networks and, therefore, less likely to be 
captured in homelessness statistics. Everyone In made visible the extent of migrant homelessness, 
bringing into view, and into the hotels, many of those who had long been living their lives under the radar:
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… what I think the hotels did is I think they have created this…they acted like a spotlight, they’ve 
just shone a spotlight on what everyone knew was happening, but it was happening under the 
radar, essentially because so many of the people were rough sleeping or hidden homeless. A lot 
of people also non-UK nationals who were sofa surfing, who were staying in backpacker hostels 
and things like that, which all shut down during COVID, and also non-EEA nationals have been 
rough sleeping. Or who were staying with friends who then said oh it’s COVID you can’t stay with 
us anymore. I think it has acted like a … if you look at the hotels I think the demographics that you 
see and the way it is now is just representative of how it has been, it’s just that now we can see it 
in front of us and we can see the individuals and they’re all under one roof essentially (Assessment 
hub deputy manager).

Many of the migrants experiencing homelessness that we interviewed would not have been included in 
data on homelessness precisely because they were among the ‘hidden homeless’ before the pandemic. 
Furthermore, they remained out of sight because of a habitual, deeply ingrained mode of practice that we 
refer to as cultivated invisibility.

Cultivated invisibility

In the above section, we drew attention to how Everyone In provided a moment of visibility for migrants 
experiencing homelessness. We also considered the fact that prior to the crisis, their homelessness was 
likely to have been ‘hidden’. Experiences of in/visibility are shared by migrants and ‘non-migrants’ alike. 
However, in this section, we draw attention to a habitual practice that we call cultivated invisibility which 
refers to how migrants respond to being read as 'Other' in racialised and classed terms, and find ways to 
go unnoticed.  

Research on migrant in/visibility in multiple disciplines has been inspired by De Genova’s (2002) account 
of the ‘border spectacle’ and ‘border regime’ whereby the primary purpose of enforcement (e.g. the 
presence of border guards, the occurrence of arrests, etc.) is not the definitive sealing of the border but 
rather the creation of a spectacle of migrant ‘illegality’. This spectacle serves the purpose of producing 
migrant subjectivities that confront the possibility of deportation. Undocumented migrants will feel 
that they need to be fearful of coming forward to authorities and in existing ‘under the radar’, they are 
rendered more pliable in serving the nation’s needs for cheap and unregulated labour. Drawing on these 
accounts, research on migration highlights the power relation between the ‘seer’ and the ‘seen’, with the 
seen feeling a palpable sense of deportability. This means that undocumented migrants seek to blend into 
everyday life, taking on ‘ordinary’ roles such as student or entrepreneur. At other times, they might be 
fearful of engaging with people in public spaces for fear of having their immigration status revealed 
(Sager, 2018; Smith, 2018; Villegas, 2010). These scholarly accounts draw attention to strategies of 
invisibility deployed by undocumented migrants as they seek to go undetected. In the case of migrant 
protests, such strategic deployments of in/visibility take a different orientation in cases where self-
representation is deployed as a means of resistance (Tyler & Marciniak, 2013). In our research we take a 
slightly different position whilst drawing on these perspectives. First, our research on migrant 
homelessness encompasses those with a range of immigration statuses that includes ‘undocumented’ 
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migrants, refugees and asylum seekers but also (for example) those who are now ‘legal’; those who 
arrived in the UK legally but have not been able to renew their visas; and non-UK nationals who applied 
during the pandemic for settled or pre-settled status as part of the UK/EU post-Brexit agreement. We 
have tried as much as is possible not to set the parameters of research subjects around categorisations 
provided by state apparatuses. Second, we argue that rather than strategically hiding in fear of 
deportability, the activities of our respondents are better described as habitual practices.

More specifically, we refer to the condition and practice of cultivated invisibility as a deeply-ingrained, 
embodied response to being ‘out of place’, being read as ‘Other’, in classed and racialised terms 
(Stewart & Sanders, 2022). Cultivated invisibility is a habitual response that involves blending into the 
crowd and staying on the move or avoiding the crowd altogether. At the same time, it refers to the 
invisibility experienced when individuals have come forward for help and feel that they are overlooked 
or ignored. Cultivated invisibility has roots in a fear of engagement with state authorities and such fear 
has been exacerbated by the UK Government’s hostile environment policies. It is also rooted in the long-
term effects of living in conditions of material scarcity. We recognise, therefore, the continuities and 
discontinuities between labour precarity, reductions in funding to the social state and affordable housing 
shortages, and the hostile environment, anti-migration politics and NRPF conditions (Humphris, 2019; 
Şimşek, 2021; Tyler, 2020). Cultivated invisibility, as an adaptive mode of practice, can be beneficial 
inasmuch as it can help individuals find a place to sleep, for example in the warm environment of a bus, 
where they are not likely to be disturbed. In blending into a crowd, it can also provide a means of passing 
as ‘ordinary’, or at least avoid the hypervisibility associated with the stigma of poverty and/or ‘Otherness’ 
(Ahmed, 2000). The practice of cultivated invisibility can also enable a means of making a living ‘under 
the radar’, in the informal economy, and related to this, finding accommodation linked to such work. The 
practice of cultivated invisibility makes it possible to get some sleep on an early morning bus journey or to 
find a way to wash in public facilities.

Cultivated invisibility as a cause of 
illegalisation and ill health

It should be noted that whilst cultivated invisibility is a responsive mode of action that provides a degree 
of security or comfort, it is also a practice that increases migrants’ vulnerability and renders them more 
vulnerable to destitution and danger of becoming subject to hostile environment policies and measures. 
The longer those without the requisite immigration papers or ID live their lives ‘under the radar’, in 
informal economy jobs and in precarious accommodation, the harder it is to resolve their immigration 
status and gain access to benefits or healthcare. We have seen in our research how EEA migrants, who 
potentially have the right to remain in the UK post-Brexit, have become vulnerable to deportation because 
they remain trapped in the informal economy without the necessary paperwork and often without having 
made National Insurance contributions. Here, the practice of cultivated invisibility becomes a cause of 
illegalisation. For example, Albert was in danger of losing his right to be in the UK despite having lived 
and worked here since 1975. He lost his passport and ID documents a long time ago and without the 
intervention of immigration advisors at a homelessness organisation, he would not have been able to stay 
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in the UK. His long-term vulnerability was exacerbated by his practice of cultivated invisibility (i.e. sleeping 
on buses, blending into the crowd, working for cash-in-hand) even as his short-term vulnerability was 
reduced by this practice. Cultivated invisibility has other perils alongside being a cause of illegalisation: 
living, working and sleeping ‘under the radar’ renders migrants experiencing homeless more vulnerable to 
health problems and forms of ‘slow violence’ that can cause premature death (Mayblin et al., 2020). For 
example, in our research, individuals we spoke to had accumulated, over the years, a range of illnesses 
and health problems including weight loss, depression, PTSD, insomnia, headaches, cataracts, sight-loss, 
diabetes, cancer, pneumonia, arthritis, skin problems, blood circulation issues and untreated injuries. In 
addition, many of the respondents have experienced mental health problems. Difficulties in accessing 
healthy food also exacerbated existing conditions, as we see in the example below, where Lukasz discusses 
his health-related problems:

I: And I’m bearing in mind the stroke and the diabetes, can you tell me more about the impact that 
homelessness, sleeping on the street had on your physical health?

T: Lukasz: So I basically didn’t follow the diet I was supposed to follow for people who suffer from 
diabetes, so I was eating absolutely everything what I had, instead of following diet, so I was 
supposed to eat low fat, cooked on…like steamed food without salt, but I never followed this, 
because I ate what I could.

The practice of cultivated invisibility renders individuals even less likely to seek out the help that they 
require in resolving their health-related problems. As a consequence, many health conditions worsened, 
with the exception of during the Everyone In, when many clients had access to healthcare for the first 
time in years. The most prevalent health issue raised concerned dental problems: many respondents 
related how they lost their teeth as a consequence of their experiences of homelessness.9

Joshua, a 75-year-old man from Singapore, provides an example of the practice of cultivated invisibility. He 
left behind a successful career as a police officer in Singapore, choosing instead to pursue a law degree at 
University College London. He grew up in pre-independence Singapore, which was a British colony, and he 
grew up as an Anglophile, surrounded by British cultural influences. He arrived in the UK in 1986. During 
the course of his studies in the UK, he was informed that his Visa application had been submitted a day 
late and had been rejected by the Home Office. Despite having been given 21 days to leave the country, 
Joshua appealed against the decision and won. He found regular work, though his struggle to avoid 
deportation meant that he did not ever complete his law degree. Having consolidated his role working in 
the postal room in a publishing house, Joshua found some accommodation, where he lived for 17 years.

Joshua’s decline from a position of relative security to homelessness was precipitated by the fact that his 
immigration status had never been resolved. Decades after having arrived in the UK, he still had a NRPF 
condition attached to his immigration status. When the company for whom he worked made widespread 
redundancies in 2021, Joshua found himself without an income and without access to any benefits. Before 
long, he could not afford the rent for his accommodation and so he started to find ways of surviving while 
homeless, all the while passing as an ‘ordinary’ citizen. In order to do so, he signed up to a gym in the 

9 For more information on the relationship between homelessness and oral health, see https://groundswell.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2017/10/Groundswell-Healthy-Mouths-Report-Final.pdf

https://groundswell.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Groundswell-Healthy-Mouths-Report-Final.pdf
https://groundswell.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Groundswell-Healthy-Mouths-Report-Final.pdf
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West End where he was able to wash. He ate very modestly, just one meal per day, often cheap junk food. 
He slept, when he could, on night buses. He picked what he perceived to be the longest route in London: 

I used to take bus number 25 service – I believe that was the longest service road in the UK, 
number 25, which used to start from Oxford Street in the West End of London right to the East 
End of London. So, I used to take the bus about nine or ten at night-time and I would make up and 
down from one terminal to the other terminal, three or four trips.

In practising cultivated invisibility, Joshua moved among the city crowds, remaining inconspicuous, finding 
time to sleep on buses in the guise of a commuter. He sometimes went for two weeks without a proper 
sleep, instead finding moments of rest in cafes, posing as an ‘ordinary’ customer. In the example of Joshua 
we see that cultivated invisibility was a protective measure, a habitually developed survival technique. It 
also enabled him to maintain his sense of dignity: he did not want to intrude on other people’s space, or 
to appear out of place. At the same time, he was becoming increasingly exposed to illegality and ill health: 
without work or a resolution to his immigration status, he was in danger of being arrested or deported. 
Moreover, having spent years sleeping on buses, without access to healthcare or adequate food, his 
health deteriorated to the extent that he lost 80 per cent of his sight in one eye, he was diagnosed with 
diabetes, and he lost most of his teeth. His condition would likely have worsened had he not encountered 
outreach workers from a homelessness organisation while he moved from one night bus to another, and 
they took steps to help him. 

As discussed above, cultivated invisibility refers also to occasions where migrants experiencing 
homelessness come forward for help but are ignored, or, more simply, they are not able to get help 
because they are ineligible for support. In the following vignette, we see how Ana’s cultivated invisibility 
exacerbated her intracranial hypertension, alongside various other health-related problems. We see 
in this example that even though Ana was highly visible (begging in a prominent London park) she was 
nevertheless ignored when she came forward for help. She was invisibilised and rendered vulnerable 
to illness and poor health until she was encountered by Roma outreach services from a homelessness 
organisation.

Ana’s story

Ana is a 48-year-old woman from a city in the north of Romania who has had a difficult life from 
the outset: she has been plagued by poor health since childhood, has had many periods of long-
term homelessness and in recent years has lived with the ongoing threat of revenge as part of a 
family feud. She had a difficult childhood and was in and out of hospital since she was eight years 
old. At the same time, as the eldest child, she had to look after her siblings. She grew up without a 
father. She was very close to her mother and she is tearful when she mentions that her mother died 
three years ago. Another solace, in the past, was spending time with her grandparents, with whom 
she was close.

Ana came to the UK for two main reasons: first, she envisaged an opportunity to provide for her 
children back in Romania. Second, she was fleeing a potentially violent situation, more of which will 
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be related below. She has been in the UK for four years and has twice gone back to Romania during 
this time. When she was in Romania, she had periods of homelessness: for example, soon before 
she came to the UK she slept on the streets for four months until she was able to find a room to 
rent. However, her poor health restricted her ability to work. Reflecting on her life in Romania, she 
said ‘I don’t have a house. I don’t have anything’.

Ana has been homeless for the four years that she has been in London. She stayed at a makeshift 
camp in a London park for the last 4 years, begging alongside her friends Georgeta and Izabela. 
They survived by eating food given to them by strangers and going through the bins at fast-food 
restaurants. They kept warm by lighting fires and gas stoves. Ana met up with Georgeta and Izabela 
when she could but was too ill to do so regularly. She was wearing trainers that she found in a bin 
and they served their purpose reasonably well though they were a bit too small and her big toe was 
starting to poke out.

When the camp was closed down, Ana found herself at a shelter near a hospital. She felt afraid for 
her life during this time, for reasons of personal security as well as illness. Due to her extremely 
poor health, Ana was placed in a residential care home in August 2021 and at the time of our 
interview had been there for four months. The doctor said that she would die if she stayed on the 
street, and her life has been saved as a result of her contact with the Roma outreach worker at the 
homelessness organisation who initially took her to the hospital to be assessed. While in hospital, 
Ana had to have fluid drained from her body and brain because she was in such a terrible state. She 
also had a lumbar puncture to check for high pressure in the fluid surrounding the brain and spinal 
cord. Ana has a condition called Intracranial hypertension (IH). In addition, she has a rare disease 
that means that ‘it was actually a miracle that I could have children. They said that it was a one in a 
million case.’ Ana also faced the threat of potential vision loss due to her IH.

Along with Georgeta and Izabela, Ana missed out on the Everyone In initiative which set out to 
house those experiencing homelessness regardless of their immigration status. As Ana says, ‘when 
it was the peak of the pandemic, so during lockdowns, nobody cared about us’. It was only at a later 
stage, thanks to the intervention of a Roma outreach worker, that she was noticed. Aside from her 
ongoing friendship with Georgeta and Izabela, Ana has struggled to find any sense of community 
belonging during her time in the UK and this, she reflects, is in great part because of language 
barriers. Nevertheless, thanks to the outreach worker, Ana has now obtained immigration advice 
and assistance and has secured her pre-settled status. Moreover, she now gets most of the things 
she needs from the residential care home. That said, most of the food she has received has been 
sandwiches and fruit that are past their best before date.

Looking to the future, Ana’s wish is to bring her children to the UK from Romania. She has three 
daughters (age 17, 22 and 26) and a son (age 20) and all four of her children have children. They 
are entirely reliant on her ‘because they don’t have anyone in Romania and I am their only chance’. 
Her dream is that ‘they can have a normal life here’. However, she is aware that this will be difficult 
because they will need somewhere to live. The matter is all the more pressing because Ana reflects 
that she does not have long to live and this will be the second Christmas that she has spent without 
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her children. As she does not possess a smart phone she mainly communicates with them with 
Georgeta’s help.

Back in Romania, her children are not safe from the threat of violence. Before coming to the UK, 
Ana slept on the streets with her children because of a significant family problem she faced: Her 
ex-partner, who is married to another woman, killed someone in a car accident. As a consequence, 
the associates of the deceased are trying to track down the man and anyone from his family. This 
includes Ana and her children. Ana’s ex-partner is in prison but her children are in hiding, in fear 
of their lives. The situation is exacerbated by the fact that Ana has long faced the disapproval of 
her partner’s family and wife because she was his mistress and has had several children with him. 
As Ana puts it, ‘people tend to revenge on us’. Now, with her ex-partner in prison, Ana is not able 
to make contact with the community in her city because she knows that if she does, she would 
potentially face attempts on her life.

Ana, along with her peers, missed out on the Everyone In initiative and were only accommodated towards 
the end of the third major COVID-related lockdown, in the winter of 2021. We are left to surmise why 
this happened. One explanation is that while those begging are seen by others, their invisibility remains 
because they are ignored. A further explanation provided by those working in the homelessness sector is 
that in line with homelessness support more generally, Everyone In prioritised the temporary housing of 
individuals experiencing homelessness. The typical profile of a client at a homelessness organisation is a 
single male, and this extended into the emergency provision of housing. Those who preferred to remain 
in groups or couples found it harder to find a place to stay. This had a negative impact on families and/or 
groups of women who chose to stay together when sleeping rough as a means of staying safe. As a Roma 
outreach worker explains, ‘we have had I think at least ten Roma sleeping on the streets during the whole 
COVID, because they didn’t want to go inside as individuals, they wanted to go with their families’. Those 
advocating on behalf of these groups were successful in changing policies and practices in consultation 
with homelessness organisations and local authorities. As a consequence, Everyone In provided a window 
of opportunity in which to make beneficial changes for those who had been left on the streets throughout 
much of the COVID-19 crisis.

Invisibility reinforced

Our respondents also felt invisibilised when they came forward for help in the emergency 
accommodation. For example, Alexandru explained to us that he felt invisibilised within the homelessness 
services that were provided during Everyone In:

I feel that they always put my requests at the bottom of the list . . . I’m not complaining that they 
don’t help. It’s just that they never seem to prioritise [me].

At times, Alexandru felt that he was ignored because of his nationality. Some of the support workers were 
Polish, and, he argued, they seemed to favour the Polish residents of the emergency accommodation. 
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However, as we will see below, perhaps a more significant reason why he felt unseen and unvalued was 
because of the lack of preparedness of those working within homelessness organisations for the crisis. 
In addition, given that his English is limited, there were not the resources available to help translate for 
him when he wanted to engage with the support workers. A similar story is told by Ali when describing 
his encounters, having come forward to seek help from his local authority. Ali is a 41-year-old man from 
Afghanistan who came to the UK 22 years ago and was granted refugee status. Ali suffers from PTSD and 
yet was not offered mental health support as part of his interaction with the asylum system. Despite his 
refugee status, which entitled him to support, and his fragile mental health, Ali was rebuffed on several 
occasions by local authority staff from whom he sought assistance. Ali explained how he felt as though 
they were dismissive of him because he was a refugee, and he draws parallels between his interaction 
with local authority staff and what he perceives as racialised and racist encounters with the Home Office, 
the police, and members of the general public. 

He was told that ‘there’s plenty of people sleeping in the town. So, it’s not only you . . . there’s 
plenty more there’. Then my mind was saying, no, I have PTSD, I’ve got a problem. ‘Oh, lots of 
people have the same problem’. Everything I tried to excuse to them, and they would try to just 
push me back. 

Despite having come forward for help, Ali felt unseen and so he retreated into the practice of cultivated 
invisibility, sleeping in his car and avoiding contact with others. In these examples, we see that Alexandru’s 
and Ali’s cultivated invisibility is produced in the course of interactions with various ‘faces of the state’ 
(Humphris, 2019). These encounters serve to reinforce migrant distrust and the need for this habitual 
practice that results in the avoidance of engagement with statutory support services and charities. At 
the same time, cultivated invisibility paves the way to illegality and ill-health in ways that cut across 
immigration statuses. For example, Ali’s refugee status gave him the right to access statutory support 
and yet he was in danger of losing access to this. Alexandru, meanwhile, was close to missing out on 
crucial immigration advice that would enable him to gain settled status and the right to remain in the UK 
post-Brexit. As our interviews demonstrated, Alexandru did not understand the significance of Brexit for 
his status: 

Okay. So, I don’t think that I understand Brexit even now. So, I am not sure that I understand 
properly Brexit now. What I understand more now is that Brexit is not about foreigners leaving the 
country. It’s about people paying taxes. 

Alexandru’s support worker relied on Google Translate when speaking to him and Google in order to look 
up information about the EU Settlement Scheme. Feeling unseen within the services was compounded 
with a sense that his future was uncertain when Everyone In came to a close. Nevertheless, the fact that 
his immigration status was finally resolved only serves to underscore the significance of what can be done 
when some help is provided.
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Hypervisibility: perceptions of control 
and surveillance

In contrast to their experiences of being overlooked, unseen or invisibilised, our respondents related 
a sense of being hypervisiblilised during the Everyone In initiative, where they were kept in separate 
rooms to keep them safe from the pandemic and, for the purposes of ‘public health’, at a safe distance 
from the public. As related above, the single occupancy rooms offered many benefits and some people 
sleeping rough suddenly found themselves in comfortable rooms of their own with televisions and en-
suite bathrooms. These benefits were received very favourably. On the other hand, some found that 
their mental health problems were exacerbated within the emergency accommodation. Everyone In 
brought about modes of visibility that were often perceived as intimidating and frightening. For example, 
Ali explains that persistent door knocking in the emergency accommodation associated with the welfare 
checks had the side-effect of worsening PTSD symptoms deriving from his experiences as a young man in 
war-torn Afghanistan:

[T]hey wake you every day from sleep, like, I mentioned to you, if somebody has a mental health 
issue, it’s not a suitable place to be lived at, because if you go to sleep, and they’ll be knocking 
your door, saying wake up, that would mean your brain would be disturbing.

Such door-knocking also triggered a recurrence of Muhammad’s PTSD. This 51-year-old man came 
to the UK from Somalia in the 1990s having endured traumatic wartime experiences including the 
death of his father. He hopes to one day have a key to a place of his own where ‘no one will come and 
unlock my door’.

A similar story is told by Andrzej, a 63-year-old Polish man:

Andrzej: So, in both hotels - because I described right - what is the most annoying is that they 
check up on you, so they knock on the door and they control you very much.

I: So, can you, yeah, tell me more?

Andrzej: Sometimes you are falling asleep or you are fast asleep and someone is banging on the 
door and checking up on you.

These welfare checks were conducted in a standardised, uniform way, to ensure the wellbeing of clients, 
but were nevertheless experienced as re-traumatising for those migrants who had conditions such as 
anxiety or PTSD. Many of the migrants we spoke to described traumas that they had experienced in their 
lives, ranging from conflict-related and sexual assault-related traumas to those deriving from interrogation 
at the hands of state or border authorities. This points to the need for a more personalised and trauma-
informed approach to welfare checks, assessments, and other interactions with clients.

In the example below, our linguistic analysis demonstrates that in the following exchange, the interviewer 
initiates the discussion of surveillance but the respondent proceeds to compare the strict surveillance 
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associated with the Everyone In accommodation to the more relaxed policy at another organisation in the 
times before the pandemic:

Afam: So, I was with the [homelessness organisation] when I was in Birmingham … So it was, yeah, 
they were always coming to the house to see me every Thursday a week … But here we see them 
every day. Apart from weekends, Saturday and Sunday they only come, check if you’re around. If 
they don’t see you they call you.

I: Yeah. But do you feel that you’re more controlled, or that you feel that they really care for you?

Afam: Controlled.

At this time, the whole of the UK was subject to a series of lockdowns and many people in the wider 
population felt as though their freedoms were being constrained. The dominated structural position 
occupied by those in the emergency accommodation, with few resources or networks at their disposal, 
meant that they might have experienced these restrictions more acutely. Moreover, despite the benefits 
associated with Everyone In, interviewees expressed frustration that they were checked on by security 
guards and CCTV, subjected to curfews and extensive surveillance, limited by restrictions on their 
movement, and prohibited from bringing friends or family into their accommodation. Those in National 
Asylum Support Services (NASS) accommodation during the pandemic faced similar concerns about a 
lack of control over their destiny: they felt that they could be moved from city to city at any time by the 
Home Office, without being consulted on the matter. A similar situation occurred for some of those in the 
emergency accommodation:

Some people are now being offered being moved to [city] and other places that are really far away 
from [here]. So people often don’t want to accept those offers of accommodation … Because their 
angle is, well we’ve offered you somewhere you should just accept it. So that, as we know, isn’t a 
very person-centred way of going about things (Diversity, Equity and inclusion worker).

A particularly acerbic assessment of the conditions of control is put forward by Lota, a 35-year-old man 
from Lithuania:

This place is a fucking ... if you put the bars here … a fucking gaol because all ... loads of people 
here, they are fucking junkies who is addicted to the fucking drugs, yeah?10 [The welfare check] 
… comes every half an hour … What’s your name? What’s your personal day? Fuck off, cunts. 
Let me sleep.

Whilst it might reasonably be argued that surveillance and control are experienced by all of those in the 
Everyone In accommodation, the effects of these measures are felt more acutely by migrants due to 
past experiences including experiences of trauma. Migrants experiencing homelessness represent the 
social type of the stranger whom in Simmel’s (1971[1908]) terms, ‘comes today and stays tomorrow’, and 

10 Our interlocutors such as Lota were keen to distance themselves from ‘junkies’ and performed boundary work (Gieryn, 1983) in 
distinguishing their drinking habits as more socially acceptable than (what they perceived to be) the more prevalent drug use of their British 
peers. We do not have the space to explore this boundary work further here, but plan to do so elsewhere.
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yet the stranger is ‘not any-body that we have failed to recognise, but some-body that we have already 
recognised as a stranger, as “a body out of place”’ (Ahmed, 2000, p. 55). What specifically might be the 
reason why homeless migrants experience feelings of being ‘out of place’ and why might this make them 
feel as though they are being scrutinised and observed? In his research on Algerian migrants in France, 
Abdelmalek Sayad (2004) argues that immigrants display distinctive signs in addition to the usual markers 
of social distinction: these signs include ethnic, legal, linguistic, and political signs of distinctiveness that 
mark them out as different from others. Migrants experiencing homelessness might therefore stand 
out because they look different, because they have a different accent or do not speak English fluently, 
because they do not have the requisite paperwork, or because they are not deemed to belong politically, 
as citizens. In the UK context, this sense of standing out is exacerbated by the hostile immigration 
environment that increases the scrutiny of those deemed out of place by delegating and diffusing state 
power to intermediaries such as those working for charities, churches, schools and universities. These 
‘faces of the state’ are expected to perform ‘everyday bordering’, acting upon the legal obligation to check 
the immigration status of individuals (Humphris, 2019; Yuval-Davis et al., 2018) though it should be noted 
that those working in the homelessness sector seek to maintain strict rules around informed consent and 
data sharing.

Volunteers, working outside the bounds of the formally-rational procedures of the state, are given 
discretionary power in relation to decisions about whether or not to support a migrant’s claim for formal 
legal residency and this can be skewed by their own belief system, religious or otherwise (Humphris, 
2019). In this context, migrants are more likely to perceive that they are under surveillance in their 
everyday lives. As Sayad (2004, p. 206) puts it, the migrant ‘has the feeling that he has become an eternal 
suspect whose every gesture and every action is the object of an accusation: in the streets, in the shops, 
at home, in the public services (especially social services, social security offices and hospitals) and at 
work’. In our research, this sense of being ‘out of place’ and subject to surveillance on the basis of being 
an immigrant was expressed by our interviewees. Alexandru, a 41-year-old Romanian man, reflected 
that ‘the fact that I am a foreigner has an impact on how I have been treated’. As we relate below, these 
expressions of feeling ‘out of place’ need to be considered in the context of the hostile environment that 
has been ramped up by the UK government over the past decade.

Hostile environment

In this section of the report, we refer again to the former Home Secretary Theresa May’s 2012 policy 
strategy with ‘the aim to create, here in Britain, a really hostile environment for illegal immigrants’, 
and consider the impact of this strategy on the lives of migrants experiencing homelessness. Hostile 
environment policies were designed to cut off undocumented migrants from accessing public services, 
putting many migrants at risk of homelessness by making working or renting a safe place to live impossible 
without the requisite paperwork. New measures of secondary immigration control bestowed additional 
power and responsibility to public bodies and private citizens who are tasked with ensuring that the 
individuals they encounter are in the UK legally. For example, through the ‘Right to Rent’ scheme, 
landlords are required to carry out identity checks on prospective tenants and are themselves personally 
liable if a tenant is discovered to be in the UK without legal paperwork. The punishment for non-
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compliance includes unlimited fines and a prison sentence. Research has shown that these measures 
have impacted on the extent to which landlords are willing to rent to non-UK nationals, with 42 per cent 
of landlords now less likely to rent to people who do not have a British passport and 27 per cent saying 
that they would be less likely to engage with someone with a foreign accent or non-British sounding name 
(The Joint Council for the Welfare of Immigrants, 2015, p. 4). Further emboldening the reach of these 
measures, the Home Office can access data that public sector organisations use, effectively turning public 
sector workers into immigration officials. These policies not only undermine trust in public services, but 
also instil fear and suspicion of statutory support in migrants. It also means that they are less likely to 
come forward for medical help from a GP or go to the police to report a crime.

As a striking exemplification of the hostile environment, Operation Vaken was a controversial 2013 pilot 
scheme that encouraged the voluntary removal of irregular migrants with the slogan ‘In the UK illegally? 
Go Home or face arrest’ strewn across the side of vans. This was one of the most visible of the many 
strategies that the Home Office employed to increase fear and hostility towards irregular migrants, 
including the ‘administrative removal’ of EU citizens sleeping rough through the ‘abuse of right’ policy in 
2016 (Morgan, 2021). Such policies also made seeking help particularly difficult for those in most need. A 
culture of fear and scaremongering meant that many people experiencing homelessness were too afraid 
to seek help. In the interview extract below, a Coordinator at a charity for refugees and asylum seekers 
draws attention to a palpable fear of engaging with support services as expressed by their clients:

I: And is that reluctance to seek services out of a fear of being picked up [by immigration officials]?

R: Yes, yeah, yeah. We have huge sensitivities even if we ask, if it comes up in conversation and you 
ask your client to think about where they live and there’s nothing meant by it at all, you can just 
see that they have lived through interview after interview after interview where they’ve been not 
trusted, tested and, yeah. So, no, they do avoid that (Coordinator). 

In the interviews that we conducted with those working in the homelessness sector, a manager of migrant 
services relates how those working in government agencies such as the Job Centre routinely treated 
migrants’ claims that they had been working in the UK for five years with suspicion. If the Job Centre 
turned down such claims to seek support, migrants would have to take the matter to a tribunal, thus 
triggering a lengthy process - often lasting for a year or more - during which the individual involved might 
end up in destitution. The tightening up of welfare eligibility in particular heavily impacted migrants who 
were blocked from claiming statutory support. As staff working in homelessness organisations told us:

When the hostile environment came into place, all of a sudden there was a change in their 
benefits, so say they went on a medical assessment on their ESA and were deemed to be fit to 
work and have to go to JSA, that would trigger a change in circumstance which would then mean 
that the benefits basically would sanction them and it was then, no, with this hostile environment, 
they’re not eligible for benefits because they haven’t worked in this country, even though they’ve 
claimed benefits in this country for the last 18 years (Outreach lead).

I think it’s not having access to benefits – that’s a fundamental thing, isn’t it? Even if they’re on 
the minimum of benefits they can go and buy their own food, they can clothe themselves. I think 
it really takes away somebody’s humanity and pride, doesn’t it, for them not to have their own 
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money and have to go and ask for food and not have that … I just think to myself if that was me 
and I had nothing how would you feel about going to ask every day (Support worker).

Staff in the homelessness sector also drew attention to ways in which the hostile environment has 
impacted on their own workload, adding further complexity to their caseloads. More significantly, at the 
level of values, the policies clash with moral reflections on the extent to which they should go beyond the 
formal duties associated with their job description in order to help someone facing potential deportation. 
A manager of migrant services sums up this position:

But I think as the government gets more and more hostile, you find yourself in situations where, 
you know, we need to support people so that they don’t get detained or deported. You know, so 
it makes us work towards more, like, supporting people to get immigration as well, supporting 
people to fight for what their actual rights are in this country rather than, say, oh sorry, yes, you 
need immigration and rights but I cannot give it to you because I only work housing. So, you find 
yourself having to do more work really (Manager of migrant services).

When, as a consequence of Brexit, the right of EU and EEA citizens to exercise free movement rights 
coming to the UK ended at the close of 2020, EU, EEA and Swiss nationals were able to apply for pre-
settled or settled status under the EU Settlement Scheme (EUSS) in the UK if they were ‘lawfully resident’ 
before 31st December 2020. Around the same time, changes to the UK’s Immigration Rules stated that 
non-UK nationals sleeping rough could face refusal to stay in the UK11. As discussed above, language 
barriers and limited access to immigration advice meant that many of the EU and EEA migrants in our 
research project found themselves ill-prepared to submit their documents in time for the Brexit transition. 
Many of them had lost their ID and relevant documentation. For example, Alexandru lost his Romanian ID 
card on a night out and struggled to replace it in order to apply to remain in the UK. Along similar lines, 
Albert’s ability to apply for settled status was hindered by the fact that his German passport had been 
stolen from him several decades ago and he had never needed to replace it. Meanwhile, others who had 
submitted the requisite documentation for the right to settled status were disadvantaged while their 
papers were being processed by the Home Office: The application process often left non-UK nationals 
without the documents they needed to work or rent.

Obviously, we’ve got an issue with the fact that in case of an application from the EUSS … they 
will have to submit the original to the Home Office to be checked, after this application. And they 
would stay for about two or three weeks without an ID, which would make it even more difficult to 
find employment on their own or through other services (Outreach worker).

Those in NASS accommodation are engaged with the Home Office for a different reason - seeking asylum. 
However, they have faced similar problems with ungainly bureaucratic processes that potentially drive 
them back into rough sleeping even when they have been granted refugee status. This happens when, for 
example, they receive a letter about their claim, often without any translation into their language, telling 
them that they have four weeks to leave their accommodation and find somewhere to live. This is not an 
easy timescale in which to achieve such an objective. As a migrant support worker explains, ‘for anyone to 

11 For further details, see: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1033950/
Rough_sleeping.pdf

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1033950/Rough_sleeping.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1033950/Rough_sleeping.pdf
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navigate our country’s benefits system, welfare, benefits, housing system is really complex, let alone for 
people in these circumstances. So, four weeks to do that with no help or support … to explain that to you 
is really challenging’.

The hostile environment-related tightening up of rules and targeting of people sleeping rough put 
further pressure on staff working in the homelessness and migrant sector and some responded with 
fierce resistance:

I: And what did you think of the new immigration rules about this idea of permission to stay may 
be refused where the decision maker is satisfied that a person has been rough sleeping?

R: Yeah, I mean, I obviously don’t agree with that. Again, they’re criminalising homelessness. And 
they’re criminalising human beings – you cannot criminalise a human being. From my side it goes 
against all my values. Obviously, for [our organisation] it goes against our values of supporting 
people into recovery – you need to support people and empower them (Migrant support worker).

The impact that these policies have had on non-UK nationals experiencing homelessness has been 
profound. They have been restricted in their ability to earn money, access state support and healthcare, 
and find affordable accommodation. Those at the sharpest end, who do not have access to public funds 
and do not have permission to work, are reliant on small weekly donations and other forms of assistance 
from charities, food banks, religious organisations, and, during COVID-19, the Everyone In hotels. For 
example, Aadish, a 46-year-old Mauritian man who has been living in the UK nearly 11 years, receives 
£65 from the Salvation Army each week. Finding himself ineligible for statutory support, he describes his 
frustration and anger:

If I don’t have any status they won’t help me to get some benefit and stuff like that … If the papers 
were here, I don’t think I would have gone through all these things … Just because I’m living in this 
country, just because illegal people get to use me, and I’ve been used like this. So, you feel like…
like you want to cry. You want to take it out but you can’t. You can’t, because it’s inside you. It’s 
making you feel … It’s kind of a poison inside you, or I don’t know, a lava, volcano stuff, which you 
want to explode.

We heard stories like Aadish’s throughout our research. Along similar lines, Matthew, a 43-year-old Iranian 
man who was sleeping rough during COVID-19, explains how the hostile environment policies prevented 
him from working and complicated his ability to have a basic bank account:

M: I really want to work. I don’t want any benefits. I am not allowed to open a bank account. I am 
not able to get a phone contract.

I: Have you had help in submitting your asylum claim?

M: Yes – I have received good help from [homelessness organisation]. The claim was submitted in 
November 2020. It has been an intensive process: I have already had four interviews and I am now 
waiting for the decision. The interviews have lasted from morning to evening. I have been told that 
my case is not straightforward because my asylum claim is based on political reasons. It has been a 
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very stressful process and has affected my mental health. I would like to work but I am not allowed 
to until my status is confirmed.

Many migrants without permission to work or eligibility for financial support, or in other cases, those 
unaware of the support available to them, rely on begging as a means to earn money. However, this 
practice of begging carries the significant risk of being arrested and getting a criminal record, thus 
jeopardising claims for settled status and housing. A translator speaking to Maria, a 49-year-old woman 
who describes herself as a Romanian gypsy, tells us that the fear of arrest for begging is compounded by 
worries about deportation:

She doesn’t go to begging work because she is afraid if the police take her to court and she gets, 
what’s the word, like a criminal record. She… needs to make [an appointment to see] a GP, she 
needs to find a GP to register with, with a dentist, with Home Office for residence and the writing 
is in English and she wants to be clean, she no want to have a criminal record … She doesn’t want 
to go back [to Romania].

Criminal convictions and time spent in prison provide significant set-backs for migrants hoping to be 
granted settled status. In the case of Kid, a 44-year-old French man, we see that his time spent in prison 
ensured that his claims for permanent residence were obstructed:

Because of being homeless obviously for a few years I was, kind of, in limbo, I didn’t exist, you 
know. I wasn’t in the system. So, the thing about the settlement is you need to prove that you’ve 
been in the country for five years in a row. Which…I mean, I’ve been here for 23 years … And what 
… the funny thing is, even though I’ve been to prison twice in this country, it doesn’t count. You can 
be in the prison in the UK, but it doesn’t count as being in the UK, which doesn’t make sense.

Along similar lines, Ali told us how his criminal record for petty crimes committed while recovering from 
PTSD impacted on his life in the UK, restricting his ability get citizenship:

I have a … I can have a good career job, a security guy or working, but they wouldn’t let me now, if 
you have a criminal record … they will not take you … I’m living here for around roughly 22 years, I 
could be a British citizen, but technically I should be a Brit, but it’s the reason I passed the test and, 
you know, eligible for ten years to be a claim before you get your passport. The main reason why a 
lot of people becoming homeless, I’m going to tell you one thing, particularly with foreign people, 
when they have a criminal record, and that’s it, their life is gone, okay.

Without financial aid many non-UK nationals have little choice but to take on informal work. These 
working arrangements are often highly exploitative and lead to the risk of further illegalisation. This was 
the case for Alexandru, who arrived from Romania in 2017. All of his employers paid cash in hand, not 
making him aware of National Insurance numbers and taxation. When work opportunities vanished, 
Alexandru was blocked from claiming welfare support as he was unable to evidence his employment 
and, therefore, could not pass the ‘Habitual Residence Test’ or his Local Authority’s homelessness 
support eligibility assessment. This forced Alexandru into rough sleeping, a situation which continued 
until Everyone In. Along similar lines, Vali, a 53-year-old man from Romania, became reliant on work in 
the informal economy and as a consequence, he jeopardised his ability to remain in the UK because he 
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was not paying National Insurance or tax on his earnings. His work was linked to precarious and insecure 
accommodation where he was crammed into houses with as many as 28 other men.

In the case of Joshua, we see a striking example of the long-term damage of engagements with the Home 
Office that predate the ‘official’ hostile environment. Back in the late 1980s, he sent his visa renewal 
on time but was told by the Home Office that it arrived late, causing it to be immediately rejected. 
The process of going through an immigration tribunal took three years, requiring him to hand over his 
passport, provide courier evidence of the date his documents were sent, and causing him to miss his 
studies and exam. The Home Office gave him an ultimatum on the basis that he was overstaying his visa 
regardless of the appeal:

I won the case and instead of giving me extension of the visa they said I had been studying too 
long and they didn’t think that I was capable of continuing with my studies, therefore, I had to 
leave the country within 21 days otherwise I would be deported from the country … In order to 
deport you another deportation order had to be issued by them which means they have to give me 
another appeal.

Joshua sought immigration advice from homelessness services and lawyers, who agreed that the Home 
Office was at fault. However, he was left with little indication of when his deposition order would be 
processed, all while only being able to work part time:

So, when I asked them how long I had to wait for the deposition order, he says three months, six 
months, one year, Home Office always is very slow. So, at that time I was a student I was doing 
part-time work and I asked their advice - look, I have to survive also; how am I to survive, am I 
allowed to work? Yeah, of course you can go and [work for] somebody. You can work too because 
you have to support yourself. So, I carried on doing part-time job. And then waited and waited and 
waited. No order came up to consider the deposition order.

As the years passed, Joshua realised that under immigration law he would be eligible for permanent 
residency if he could prove he has been in the country for 14 years – which, by this point in 2012, was 
coming up soon. However, just before the 14-year mark, the new Home Office minister Theresa May 
changed the law from 14 years to 20 years. At the time of our interview, Joshua was still trying to finalise 
his permanent residence in the UK, but this time with the help of immigration advisors at a homelessness 
organisation. Here, he reflects on the damage done to his life:

I would have been different, my life would have been different, whether here or in Singapore. But 
the Home Office destroyed my life. And I don’t deserve this, I caused no harm to nobody in life ... 
So, I don’t deserve this situation I am in.

One positive note to take from Joshua’s story, however, is the help that he received during the pandemic 
in attempting to resolve his immigration status. However, as we see in the section below, while there were 
many gains made during Everyone In, it became apparent that there was a lack of specialist training in 
immigration advice in the homelessness sector, and this left organisations ill-prepared for the pandemic. 
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Preparedness for the pandemic

Our world changed overnight when the lockdown came into place, and alongside that when the 
BBC and the government kindly announced there was an ‘Everyone In’, without really telling us 
there was … I got to the office at seven in the morning [and] there were already 20 people outside 
the office waiting … We don’t have anywhere to put all these people, and so I guess this was 
the thing, when the government announce changes they don’t take into consideration how that 
message gets across (Outreach lead).

The quote above demonstrates the stark fact that Everyone In came without consultation and as a 
surprise to many of those working in the homelessness sector. Earlier in the report, we drew attention 
to how successfully they responded to the crisis through this initiative. However, in the section below, 
we focus on the extent of their preparedness for the pandemic and we highlight lessons that can be 
learned from the response to Everyone In. By the end of the first day of lockdown, on the 23rd March 
2020, the Outreach Lead at one of the homelessness organisations in our study had assessed 150 people, 
all of whom had come forward to seek homelessness support following the news of closures to all non-
essential businesses.12 In the homelessness sector, these closures had a significant impact on day centres, 
where clients had access to (for example) food, immigration advice, showers, laundry, luggage space, 
and haircuts. During the COVID-related lockdowns, many organisations were forced to close or limit 
the services they offered. Instead, they had to adapt rapidly and relaunch the services they offered in 
emergency Everyone In accommodation such as hotels and halls of residence. Moreover, crisis emergency 
shelters and other communal living spaces were closed to prevent the rapid spread of COVID-19 due to 
the close quarters in which people lived and slept.

As the lockdown commenced, the demand for accommodation support outweighed its availability, and 
as a result, staff relate that many people who were experiencing homelessness became desperate. For 
staff too, this was a desperate situation as they tried to rapidly navigate a completely new way of working, 
including operating emergency accommodation in hotels, organising clients’ food, and working with a 
considerable number of people with irregular or unsettled status in the UK, many of whom had come 
forward for help for the first time. One month after the introduction of lockdown, it was estimated that 
around 900 of the people accommodated by Everyone In had NRPF; at the time, this represented 25% of 
all those who came forward.13 Our research findings reveal the challenges faced by staff trying to support 
clients who arrived with immigration issues needing to be resolved, who were missing paperwork, or 
who were unaware of the fast-approaching June 2021 deadline to apply for settled or pre-settled status 
as part of the EU Settlement Scheme. With the sudden introduction of Everyone In, many staff expressed 
their feelings of unpreparedness: they did not feel that they had the training or resources to decide how 
best to support non-UK nationals who had missing documentation, were unable to speak English, or were 
unaware of their right to remain in the UK.

12 For further details, see: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2020/327/introduction/made
13 See this blog for further details: https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/lselondon/the-continuing-problems-for-homeless-people-with-no-recourse-to-
public-funds/

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2020/327/introduction/made
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/lselondon/the-continuing-problems-for-homeless-people-with-no-recourse-to-public-funds/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/lselondon/the-continuing-problems-for-homeless-people-with-no-recourse-to-public-funds/
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Whether a migrant was able to secure permanent housing through Everyone In depended in great part 
on the ability of support workers and immigration advisors to help resolve their immigration status 
ahead of eviction deadlines. Whilst for some organisations, immigration support had been part of their 
provision prior to COVID-19, for others this was entirely uncharted territory. One support worker in 
a small organisation interviewed described how, up until the pandemic, she had only been working 
in homelessness support as a casual volunteer, but was now required to deal with complex cases of 
unresolved immigration status for which she felt wholly unprepared:

I mean, I was given these two clients and told I had to try and sort out their settled status and this 
and this and this. You may as well have been talking in a foreign language, ‘cause it didn’t mean 
anything to me. I didn’t understand, even when I was given the case, ‘cause I’d never worked with 
any migrants before. I didn’t know the difference between pre-settled and settled status. I didn’t 
know they had to apply for this. I didn’t know any of this. So, I’ve had to learn and try and do the 
best I can (Support worker).

Immigration law is complex and engaging with it requires a command of the technical detail. The Kerslake 
Commission (2021) report draws attention to the need for homelessness organisations to embed 
specialist immigration advice within their services. As the report notes, ‘[s]pecialist employment and 
immigration advice is a vital tool to help those with unclear immigration status who otherwise find it very 
difficult to move on from homelessness’ (The Kerslake Commission on Homelessness and Rough Sleeping, 
2021, p. 22). The increased demand for immigration advice as part of the COVID-19 response needs to be 
considered in the context of a reduction of available independent immigration advice as a consequence 
of the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 2012. The decline in the availability of such 
advice is a cause of alarm especially when considering that - as we found - many migrants experiencing 
homelessness did not have a strong grasp on the steps that they needed to take in order to resolve their 
immigration status. Our research findings articulate a sense of confusion laced with fear in relation to 
their dealings with the Home Office. At the same time, support workers and service managers expressed 
feelings of empathy, responsibility and powerlessness:

It must be terrifying … Being him. ‘Cause he knows. He knows … He’s got a calendar in his room 
with the date on (Support worker).

I suppose, my saddest [thing is] … if their eligibility isn’t resolved, we’re not immigration providers, 
we can’t overturn a Home Office decision, if somebody’s liable for deportation, or has had three 
failed asylum cases. What do we do then? (Service manager).

In the early stages of Everyone In, organisations and staff were tasked with launching an entirely new 
accommodation service. As discussed above, the flurry of activity enabled new and rapidly-formed 
collaborations with migrant support charities. If during an initial assessment, migrants were revealed as 
having irregular status, they were referred to a migrant-specific charity who dealt with the referral for 
initial consultation with an immigration advisor. For some organisations, this relationship had already 
been established and the process went relatively smoothly. For others, the process was anxiety-inducing 
and they were still searching for an organisation to partner with several months after the launch of 
Everyone In:
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We don’t know how to run a hostel, we might know a bit about the immigration system. So, we’re 
currently trying to work out who it would be most effective for us to partner with in order to offer 
the best support and best use of our resources for our clients (Coordinator at charity).

Staff in smaller organisations in the homelessness sector were often unaware of immigration processes 
and did not have connections with local migrant support services. As a consequence, many of their 
actions were performed on an ad hoc and improvisatory basis. For example, one staff member tells us 
how they had to rely on advice from colleagues who had been through similar processes of applying for 
settled status in the UK:

We’re quite lucky to have one of our colleagues who is a Polish national, to learn from her, and she 
has actually been amazing to work with and she’ll give you some right directions, say, oh, well, you 
need to do this, she does a lot of the settled status for us (Support worker).

As we see from this example, the organisation relied on knowledge that had been gained through 
personal experience rather than through specialist training. The increase in the number of migrants 
accessing homelessness support put pressure on the system and exposed a lack of understanding and 
training in the sector relating to how best to support non-UK nationals. The manager of migrant services 
in a homelessness organisation expresses her concern about the situation of EU nationals:

I’m an EU national myself and what I’ve seen is a lot of discrimination really because there’s not 
enough training to understand whether people are eligible for assistance. That goes from housing 
options advisers to the Job Centre and the Department for Work and Pensions [and] mental health 
services, so people being discharged from hospitals under, you know, Section 3 and able to access 
services but the staff there have not been trained enough to understand that they can actually 
support people. So, you know, a lot of lack of understanding of what an EU national is able to 
access in this country, across all sectors (Manager of migrant services).

Even among staff with considerable experience of working with clients with complex needs, it was made 
clear that negotiating the immigration system requires a very specific set of skills and formalised training:

My role prior to this has always been working with quite complex characters, and usually when we 
talk about complex we talk about mental health, substance use, young adults coming from care, 
maybe sex workers, whereas here complex clients are the ones that don’t have settled status, the 
ones that don’t have the recourse to public funds, the ones that don’t have a bank account, you 
know. So already the complexities and the needs are incredibly different straight away. So, yeah, it 
has been a bit of a learning curve. It’s something I’ve never really had to do before (Coordinator of 
Roma migrant services).

Some larger organisations had connections with other charities that could provide migrant-specific 
support for clients looking to apply for pre-settled or settled status in the UK through the EU Settlement 
Scheme before the June 2021 deadline. These organisations had access to qualified immigration advisers 
who were able to impart legal advice. Nevertheless, conveying this complex information to clients was 
challenging:
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They have to have a residency test, but I think our residents don’t always understand why they 
failed, and to get an explanation can be so difficult (Support worker).

Language, communication  
and trust building

We see from the above that there was a lack of preparedness for the pandemic in relation to the provision 
of immigration advice. As we see in the examples below, communicating with clients was a common 
challenge cited by staff. Staff were often required to explain the rules and documentation associated 
with claims for settled or pre-settled status, and doing so, faced two further challenges beyond the need 
for technical competence: First, staff and clients needed to wear protective face masks, in line with 
government guidelines, and this made communication and gaining trust difficult. Second, there was a 
dearth of interpreting services and this impacted on the ability of staff and clients, within homelessness 
organisations, to communicate. When there were such services, it became clear that legal concepts do 
not always translate neatly.

Just a lot of clients really struggling to grasp the complexity of immigration law, and us trying to 
…interpreters struggling to explain what the law actually means, because loads of concepts just 
don’t exist in some languages, like the concept of human trafficking just doesn’t exist, in some 
languages it’s kind of somebody forcing you to work against your will but that’s kind of it, kind of 
not really, do you see what I mean? (EU Settlement Scheme coordinator).

The language barrier is always difficult, and I think maybe they would be worried that we’re not 
working with them and that we would go and get them deported. So, you had to gain trust in the 
clients to know that we’re actually here for their best intentions (Support worker).

My female client doesn’t speak very good English, it’s very broken, so between us trying to have a 
conversation, especially with masks on, sometimes I’m just like I have no idea what you’re saying 
and I’m sure she feels exactly the same – that’s just such a challenge (Support worker).

There’s a lady that didn’t speak any English and spoke Mandarin. That was difficult because it 
doesn’t matter whether you write it in Google Translate it all still comes up all muddled up for that 
person and that person for us as well (Assessment hub deputy manager).

The variety of languages spoken by migrants coupled with the limited availability of interpreting services 
meant that difficulties relating to communication was a recurrent theme in our research. Staff often 
resorted to using hand signs to help them communicate basic information where these translation 
services failed. The most frequently used phone translation service in the emergency hotels was Language 
Line, a service which provides language interpretation. However, given the complexity of the immigration 
status information that needed translation, staff informed us that Language Line was often an expensive 
and ineffective option for those working in the homelessness sector:
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There is nowhere near enough resources, in my opinion, to how we work with clients who can’t 
communicate or understand processes … the barriers that you face using that [Language Line] 
are huge, from the translator not actually communicating, but also the translator not really also 
understanding what you’re trying to communicate. Because everyone has to remember that 
the sphere of homelessness and rough sleeping, this sector is not easy to understand (Tenancy 
case worker).

Where Language Line was not used, particularly in smaller organisations where there was no budget to 
support on-demand language requirements, staff relied on ad hoc solutions such as the good fortune of 
having a colleague who could speak the language:

We were quite lucky because we had a member of staff who actually was fluent in Polish, Russian, 
so we were really lucky to have her. There were some guys who didn’t speak much English at all 
and it was quite hard to talk to them. Sometimes we’d have to use a Google translator or just bit 
of sign language or something like that, [we] also had some security guards who were Polish. So, it 
made it a little bit easier for us (Support worker).

I’ve got a Polish girl who works for me on my team, so she’s been irreplaceable (Support worker).

Having a member of staff speak the language is not always possible in every service, and particularly so if 
there are multiple languages spoken, as was the case in the emergency hotels. As a consequence, many 
migrants without English language competence felt unable to communicate with confidence to staff. 
Communication problems were felt most acutely by migrants with low levels of literacy. Some staff told us 
how some services were inaccessible to their clients:

How can you access a surgery online if you don’t have the internet or don’t speak English or can’t 
read? Often people who can’t read English who come from other countries and are experiencing 
homelessness can’t read in their own language, you know? So even if you got it translated they 
might not be able to read it (Diversity, equity and inclusion worker).

During our research, we heard about the many traumatic events that clients encountered; from their 
treatment under modern slavery regimes through to escaping conflict, abuse and neglect. Staff explained 
that their clients’ mental health issues and/or post-traumatic stresses are often linked to a fearfulness of 
engaging with authorities. This fearfulness might also derive from everyday encounters with law enforcers 
or other representatives of the state that produce racialised distinctions (de Noronha, 2020; Hall et 
al., 2013[1978]; Humphris, 2019). Moreover, the research interview situation can also serve to create 
and enforce hierarchies. As Les Back (2007, p. 75) points out, interviews privilege ‘idioms of elaborated 
communication … often infused with class bias’. For homelessness organisations and researchers alike, the 
problem with working with interpreters is that the dynamic between the interpreter and the interviewee 
might potentially be unsettling for the interviewee. For example, there is a danger that interpreters, who 
are more likely to possess the economic and cultural capital associated with the middle classes, might 
engage with interviewees in a tone redolent of well-meaning paternalism or tinged with class-based 
symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 1984; Erel, 2010; Skeggs, 2004). More troublingly, some migrants feared 
that their engagement with interpreters would lead to their being reported, deported, or even attacked. 
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Awareness of their caution when dealing with interpreters is therefore something that needs to be 
carefully considered when dealing with migrants experiencing homelessness:

[A client] is going to be scared to access the interpreting service because they think that maybe 
that person on the phone will be able to relay that information to people who might perpetrate 
crime or an attack against the person. And this has happened before in London with Romanian 
gangs … And obviously if somebody’s mental health isn’t great they’re going to be increasingly 
paranoid … even if there isn’t a real reason to worry and that person isn’t somebody that knows 
them (Diversity, equity and inclusion worker).

But you have to be so careful with translators, that you don’t get … just because somebody speaks 
the same language, it doesn’t necessarily mean that they are on the same side of the fence, or 
that they’re the same culture, or the same religion, or that they’re not enemies in a previous, or 
whatever … previous place (Advice worker).

Even when interpreters or language services are used, there are risks associated with the interpreter’s 
class-based prejudices that undermine the traumatic experiences of migrants. As one staff 
member told us:

I remember a specific example, there was a young Indonesian lady who had been trafficked by 
a diplomat and essentially they threw boiling water over her, all of her arms were singed, it was 
absolutely horrific. And the interpreter was, like, ‘yes, don’t believe all these domestic workers, 
they all say that, they do it to themselves, they can sue the employers to get money, I see it all the 
time in Indonesia’. I’m like, ‘I’m really sorry, I think I need to stop this conversation with you right 
now’ (EU Settlement Scheme coordinator).

We found that by giving greater consideration to the lived experiences of their clients, staff are able to 
make decisions with the client about which approach would be most suitable.

Staff working within the homelessness organisations highlighted various challenges associated with 
engaging with Roma clients including their literacy levels, communication problems deriving from 
differences between various Romani dialects, and their mistrust of and fearfulness of engaging with 
homelessness services. One outreach worker told us about the some of the challenges they faced:

Yesterday I tried to house two Roma females that were begging somewhere in Putney and they’ve 
been allocated hotel rooms. And I’ve tried to locate them where to send a taxi for them to be 
picked up and brought to the hotel to be booked in. So, it took me, like, half an hour to find the 
exact location – so they’re not aware of how to … that location, their location. It’s difficult to 
read numbers, to read names of streets, and it’s even difficult in English. Also, yesterday I sent, 
like, three taxis there and they couldn’t find it because of the fact that they couldn’t read the 
registration number of the taxi. And in the end, I had to stay on the other line with the taxi driver 
and with the females and, yeah, in the end we managed to get them in (Outreach worker).

However, in addition to the practical barriers of language and communication, trust building emerged as a 
major theme when it comes to engaging with Roma. The introduction of new immigration rules deeming 
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rough sleeping to potentially be grounds for deportation further discouraged vulnerable Roma people 
from accessing help. One way that some homelessness organisations sought to build trust was through 
a Roma mediator; a role where someone with Roma heritage facilitates interaction between Roma 
communities and key stakeholders. In the interview extract below, a Roma coordinator explained to us the 
importance of their own lived experience when it comes to raising immigration-related issues with clients:

R: But most of it now, they trust me, we have built trust in them now …

I: Yeah, and is it that trust building, is that them trusting the Home Office or them trusting that 
someone else is helping them?

R: Them trusting someone else helping them.

I: Yeah.

R: … Our clients, the clients I work with actually trust, because if one tribe had done it, say the first 
tribe that was a part of the sister, she said, look, she’s trustable because she took my passport, she 
send it off, she gave it back to me and now I have residency (Roma coordinator).

This trust building was an essential part of a successful engagement with Roma individuals that the 
coordinator was able to support. Gaining trust in this way was not easy, especially because many Roma 
individuals share collective memories of historical persecution:

But we, people my age, what people forget is that we have parents or grandparents that survived 
the Holocaust. So, I feel that this feeling is so deep in us because we have heard the story first 
hand, that I used to grow up and my parents would say; no…They will take you, they will do 
experiments on you. So that is always sort of been a fear in me and now I could have chosen to put 
that fear on my kids, but I didn’t but I could have said to them: don’t go to school, don’t talk to the 
police because if you talk to the police they will come and arrest me, they will take you away. This 
has always been in us (Roma coordinator).

The Roma coordinator explained to us ways in which Roma people experiencing homelessness could 
be better supported, whether through gaining cultural awareness or through tailoring bureaucratic 
requirements so that they are less impersonal and more accessible:

Understand why we sometimes don’t communicate at the first instance. Understand the 
background, learn more about Roma and also attempt trainings about Roma culture awareness. 
It’s very, very important. And just take it easy because Roma is very friendly, once you get to know 
them, they are probably the friendliest people you ever met …They can be very open, once they 
like you and trust you, they will give you everything. They will tell you everything; they will work 
with you, for you to be able to do your job the best that you can. But that takes time, okay ...
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Sometimes I believe there has to be different more tailored forms actually, not because we are so 
special or we need special treatment, not because of that but it would be easier for other people 
to do their work. To just find somebody who knows or has worked in Roma, how to tailor forms to 
make it easier work (Roma Coordinator).

Isolation and lack of social 
embeddedness

Loneliness and lack of social embeddedness are longstanding problems for many people experiencing 
homelessness. Some expressions of loneliness have their roots in causes that predate the interviewees’ 
homelessness such as in the case of Lota who explains, step by step, his estrangement and disconnection 
from his various family members, including his ex-wife, and draws the conclusion that ‘if you want to love 
somebody, you’re buying a fucking dog because a dog will not fucking betray you’. Others had been in the 
UK for so long that they had long since lost touch with relatives and friends in their country of origin, or 
their close family, e.g. their parents, had passed away. The participants in our research have in common 
a lack of social embeddedness: for example, they are far away from family; disconnected from a sense of 
community; they experience loneliness and/or isolation; and they do not have a network of friends. In this 
extract, Yusuf, a 24-year-old from Syria, contrasts the deeper-rooted, systemic causes of his loneliness and 
isolation and contrasts this with his experiences of community belonging in Syria:

I: Did you feel lonely?

Yusuf: I’m always lonely.

I: So, do you think you feel lonely here a lot?

Yusuf: Yeah. When the system is like that, you understand?

I: Mm.

Yusuf: The system makes everyone separate, separate, separate. Yes or no?

I: Yeah. What do you think about the system makes people separate?

Yusuf: What do you mean?

I: Like what is it? Is it about work, money?

Yusuf: It’s about everything. You will see everyone in here ... like he will only look after his own life, 
he doesn’t care about anyone.
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I: So, you don’t think that here has the same community as you had in Syria. And you had that 
community in Egypt as well, or less than Syria?

Yusuf: In Egypt it was a little bit.

I: So, Syria was the best.

Yusuf: I don’t know. Maybe it’s for me because I speak the same language, but I don’t know.

Other expressions of loneliness have their causes in the present, rooted in homelessness and exacerbated 
by the experiences of the lockdown. During the pandemic, those who were taken into the emergency 
hotels were kept in separate rooms as a means of preventing the spread of the virus. It would not be fair 
to attribute to the Everyone In scheme the feeling of exclusion and segregation the participants expressed 
in the interviews. It is also important to emphasise that the emergency accommodation provided as 
part of the Everyone In initiative provided an essential, much-needed means of shelter that saved lives 
and did immeasurable good. However, it also exacerbated feelings of isolation, feelings which were also 
experienced by many in the wider population during the various COVID-related lockdowns.

Our linguistic analysis demonstrates there are 63 occurrences of the lemma ‘alone’ and 22 occurrences 
of ‘lonely’ in the corpus. Some of these references, such as the one cited above, refer to structural causes 
of loneliness. Others, such as the quote below, make a correlation between feelings of loneliness and the 
emergency accommodation provided during the COVID-19:

I: Okay, but what did COVID change in your life?

Letta: I felt like I was more lonely.

I: Really?

Letta: Yes, and more depressed, I couldn’t meet my friends and where I lived with the family that 
hosted me, they were really nice but sometimes I feel like I was in the way.

In the extract below, Arian, a 44-year-old Albanian man, adopts an agentive pedagogical stance and 
twice challenges the interviewer about whether they have experienced homelessness. In doing so, he 
establishes that the interlocutor has not had the same experience and highlights the link between the 
experience of homelessness and a loss of trust in other people:

I: You stayed alone all the time?

Arian: Yeah. The thing is when you ... have you been homeless yourself? Have you been on 
the streets?

I: No, I haven’t. No.

Arian: The thing is, when you’re homeless you don’t trust nobody, because you’re always cautious 
to everything.
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The Everyone In initiative kept people in the emergency accommodation isolated from one another, 
in separate rooms. At the same time, the COVID-related lockdowns further restricted their mobility. 
However, a common everyday practice of some of our interviewees was to go for a walk around the 
vicinity of the hotels. This was most often a solitary experience, and in the case of Yusuf, it led to feelings 
of intense loneliness:

I: Okay, but was it different to before, like, were you more alone than before?

R: Yeah.

I: So, was that difficult for you as well?

R: Yeah.

I: Did you feel lonely?

R: I’m always lonely.

I: Why do you feel that way?

R: Because I’m by myself.

Language barriers were a further cause of isolation and when there were possibilities to socialise outside 
of the emergency hotels, many migrants’ sociability was restricted to interactions with those who speak 
the same language. In addition, those without the legal status required to work found themselves locked 
out of the socialising that comes with becoming immersed in a work environment with others. Alexandru 
explains how his loneliness derives from these two sources:

So, what stops me from forming closer relationships with people is the situation that I’m in. Of 
course, if I had a job, let’s say that I work in a factory, of course you’d form relationships. And 
the other one is the language because, you know, I can speak one word here and there and 
understand, but not like the interpreter is able to speak to you.

Along similar lines, Joshua discusses how his homelessness and NRPF immigration status leaves him 
wandering with a sense of purposelessness which is drawn in stark contrast to the industriousness of 
others around him:

[I] .. just walk around, do walking exercise around these parks around here … unlike other normal 
people who had something to do – in my case, I had nothing to do.

Ana, a Roma migrant, also highlights language barriers preventing her from making friends beyond the 
immediate group of her peers:

I: … do you have much of a sense of community? Do you have many friends and people that you 
see regularly?

R: Not really … Just between us, because we know each other, but otherwise no. We don’t know 
English that well. Maybe if we knew English then maybe we would find it easy.
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Mental health issues

In common with many things mentioned in this report, pre-existing mental health issues were amplified 
and exacerbated during the pandemic. Research on homelessness highlights that mental health problems 
are both causes and consequences of homelessness (World Health Organisation, 2022). However, 
the problem is not simply one of prevalence, it is also one of access to support. In their research on 
homelessness during the COVID-19 pandemic, the Kerslake Commission (2021) found that outreach 
workers were over-stretched in dealing with the impact of the pandemic and yet it seems that the issues 
that they faced in relation to mental health support were indicative of a deeper-rooted problem: outreach 
workers were forced to engage in frontline mental health support without having the requisite training or 
mental health clinical expertise. The report therefore recommends that local authorities embed specialist 
workers in outreach teams or provide the means of accreditation of outreach workers so that they can 
gain specialist skills in mental health provision.

In our research project, we found that mental health problems were exacerbated by homelessness but 
were also rooted in past traumas. For example, Pipo, a 46-year-old from Algeria, describes how he is still 
traumatised from seeing his friend get shot:

[M]y man got shot in front of us so we went to just check with him, he was standing on his step 
door, and the guys, they were, like … literally we thought they were squad boys, two bullets in the 
head, I’d never seen anyone get shot. I mean, I saw it in the movies, but … plus the back of him, 
when they shot him in the front, the back of him is like someone slashed this off. I’ve never seen 
anything like it, honestly. It’s not like… I didn’t know what to do. It was like save him, it’s not a fight, 
it’s just murder, run … I was literally traumatised, like, disabled on the spot.

The PTSD deriving from this episode was one of the factors that propelled Pipo into homelessness. 
Despite seeing various doctors over the years, he still struggles with this memory and he only manages 
to get some sleep every other day. Along similar lines, Angelina, a 51-year-old from Sudan, relates how 
her mental health problems derive from memories of domestic violence and religious persecution in her 
country of origin:

I: But this actually goes back to your time in Sudan. Your difficulties in the UK probably added to 
this, but you’re saying that this feeling of lack of safety, uncertainty, was already there in Sudan and 
it was due to your husband.

R: Yeah. Because my husband abused me, and also, I say the problem with the Muslim brother 
in Sudan they’re also tried to abuse me, and threaten me. And all this became built here inside 
myself and built mental health problem inside myself.

I: Okay. Yes. I totally understand that.

R: Also, when I came here, all this problem that I feel it from the Home Office, from the council and 
the homeless experience. All this build more and more fear inside myself.
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Angelina highlights how her mental health problems were exacerbated through her encounters with the 
Home Office. The palpable sense of agitation that she expresses invades her everyday experiences and 
she relates how she feels fearful when she gets off the bus and walks in the street, worried that she is 
being pursued by a potential assailant. Angelina’s case highlights some of the problems that migrants face 
when they attempt to seek help. In moving from Sudan to the UK, she experienced extreme downward 
mobility: hailing from an upper-middle-class family in Khartoum, she was accustomed to visiting the 
UK for shopping trips in her capacity as a tourist. As an asylum seeker, in contrast, she found herself 
restricted, in terms of linguistic capital, in her ability to deal with the Home Office. They rejected her 
claim for asylum on the ground that she was not facing a serious threat to her life back in Sudan. It was 
only after taking English language lessons, an opportunity not available to all migrants, and through her 
connections to a community centre where she received legal advice, that she was able to take the steps to 
be granted refugee status.

Other migrants found that their mental health problems were exacerbated as a consequence of their 
homelessness during the COVID-19 crisis. Our linguistic analysis of the project’s data demonstrates that 
there are 142 occurrences of the lemma ‘mental’ in the corpus. These are expressive of problems relating 
to schizophrenia, psychosis, depression, paranoia, anxiety and PTSD. Most of the respondents spoke of 
some kind of mental health problem though there were some who denied that they suffered from any 
such issues. In line with findings from the Kerslake Commission (2021), our research indicates that there 
was insufficient specialist mental health support embedded in outreach services during the pandemic. 
This is indicative of a deeper-rooted problem deriving from insufficient funding for mental health services. 
Our interviews with outreach workers highlighted the excellent job they did in responding to a situation of 
crisis but it was made clear that these outreach workers were not qualified to provide specialist support.

In an instance where a client was clearly suffering from psychosis, Tomas, a 38-year-old German man, 
denies that he is suffering from mental health problem but then relates that he is being pursued by 
demons. Rather than receiving mental health support, he explains that the police were called to speak to 
him about his paranoid claims:

R: … I have a fucking stalker.

I: A stalker?

R: Yeah, the person who’s running the homeless human trafficking sex ring or whatever. Their 
modus operandi is giving people drugs, driving them insane, it’s just a game they play. The thing is 
they didn’t break me enough yet, and I think if I concede and go back to Germany they leave me 
alone for a while. The problem is I raised this safeguarding issue and then they called the cops. The 
problem is the person is rich, I think it’s three persons actually, they call themselves Demon Kings 
because of course they do. They are three people, one calls themselves Buddha, one Jesus and 
one Guru, that’s the concept of the thing. And I think it’s a small cult like thing with more people 
involved. The modus operandi is to pay poor people to drive you insane. The thing is one of them 
is a psychologist I think, one has influence over the police.
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Another interviewee, Thomas, is more able to directly discuss his psychosis:

The voices can go away, the trauma can go away, I mean, the flashbacks come on and off. If I can’t 
stop them, it can’t stop me from talking, you know? All these things I’m experiencing, they can’t 
stop me from talking. I will talk, you understand?

Here below is the vignette we have written about Thomas’s life story. It is indicative of deep-rooted causes 
of mental health problems that derive from persecution on the basis of sexuality that he experienced in 
Nigeria and the UK. However, the vignette also draws attention to the additional traumas that Thomas 
faced in the course of his interactions with the Home Office in which he says that he was interrogated and 
made to feel that he was fabricating his case. Thomas’s story indicates how his mental health problems 
are rooted in the past and exacerbated by his homelessness and dealings with the Home Office:

Thomas’s story

Thomas is a 60-year-old man who arrived in the UK from Nigeria in 2007. This trip was not Thomas’s 
first experience of the UK. Rather, having built a successful career in Nigeria, he had obtained a two-
year multiple entry visa allowing him to visit the UK as many times as he liked between 2005 and 
2007. Thomas never anticipated living anywhere outside of Nigeria long-term, but his circumstances 
changed so dramatically that remaining in Nigeria became impossible, and his pre-existing multiple-
entry visa made the UK the easiest place to escape to. Thomas defines himself as bisexual, but has 
largely lived as if heterosexual due to both the legal and social difficulties associated with being 
‘openly gay’ in Nigeria. As such, Thomas was a husband and a father by the time he was 20, and for 
decades kept his sexuality a secret to all but those closest to him. Sometime during 2005 and 2007, 
however, problems began to occur in Thomas’s family, mostly related to disagreements with his 
siblings over inheritance. This dispute became so toxic that members of Thomas’s family decided 
to reveal the ‘truth’ of his sexuality to both the wider community and the authorities. Thomas was 
arrested, but managed to escape, and immediately boarded a plane to the UK, telling no one that 
he was leaving.

On arrival in the UK, Thomas was deeply traumatised. Not only had he narrowly evaded a prison 
sentence in Nigeria but being exposed as a gay man had turned his entire community against him. 
This still pains Thomas today, particularly as his pariah status has been extended to his children, 
who still suffer abuse decades later simply for being their father’s children. Whilst Thomas is an 
articulate man, he has also experienced difficulties throughout his life with learning and memory, 
and this was further exacerbated by the traumatic experience of fleeing Nigeria so suddenly. In 
addition, Thomas’s trauma led to chronic depression, psychosis and suicidal thoughts, which he has 
suffered with since arriving in the UK. Whilst non-normative sexualities are both legally and socially 
respected in the UK, Thomas stresses that within the African diaspora community he has still felt 
largely unable to define himself openly as LGBT. Indeed, last year Thomas was forced out of the 
home of a friend with whom he had been sofa-surfing when his friend discovered that Thomas was 
having a relationship with a man. These are some of the reasons why, when his multiple-entry visa 
ran out four months after he arrived in the UK in 2007, he did not have the knowledge or resources 
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to formally claim asylum. Indeed, it was only when Thomas was detained in an immigration 
detention centre in 2015 that he even became aware that he would be eligible for asylum on the 
grounds of persecution in relation to sexuality.

Thomas lived under the Home Office radar and entirely without support for fourteen years of his 
life in the UK. Moving between various states of homelessness, mostly sofa-surfing with friends, 
Thomas lived an incredibly precarious life with little access to money and constant struggles to 
find food. Nevertheless, settling in London, Thomas built a remarkable support system for himself 
in the city, forming deep connections with a church community who he credits with his survival 
over the years.

Alongside supporting him financially and emotionally, the church connected him to other crucial 
resources such as mental health support. Yet, without formalising his status Thomas was never 
going to be able to access the resources he would need to build the future that he wants in the UK: 
a stable future, in which he can work, have his own tenancy, and truly make London his home.

In 2014, Thomas met a woman with whom he quickly developed a close bond, and the following 
year the couple decided to marry. Unaware of his eligibility for asylum in the UK, this was the first 
time that Thomas sensed an opportunity to regularise his status, and he applied for a spousal visa. 
When this was rejected by the Home Office, Thomas was arrested and held in a detention centre for 
90 days. Today, Thomas reflects upon his choice to, in his own words, ‘come out’ to the Home Office 
as close to his experiences of ‘coming out’ as bisexual, both leading to periods of immense risk, 
oppression and mental health deterioration in his life. Once finally released from the Home Office, 
and with an asylum application underway, Thomas was only able to find accommodation for a short 
while, before his friend threw him out due to concerns that his sexuality would have a ‘corrupting’ 
influence on the children of the household. After this, Thomas was forced into rough sleeping for 
a number of days, but as this happened to occur during the Everyone In scheme his church were 
eventually able to secure him emergency accommodation in a local hostel. When his right to be 
accommodated through Everyone In came to an end, Thomas’s church advised him to take up his 
right to Home Office accommodation, support eligible to all asylum seekers with an active claim. At 
this point, Thomas decided to move into NASS-provided accommodation to avoid a return to rough 
sleeping.

Entering into the asylum system allowed Thomas to access accommodation whilst his application 
was pending. In many ways, Thomas considered this an opportunity for respite after years of 
homelessness. Yet, this also meant submitting his life entirely to the Home Office, agreeing to be 
housed in any city they decided to send him to and, as Thomas states, with the proviso that he 
could be moved at any time. Despite having his depression and psychosis largely under control, 
Thomas noticed an abrupt decline in his mental health in the weeks preceding his move, organised 
through the NASS accommodation system. After successfully coming off medication, Thomas soon 
relied once more upon stronger and stronger doses as his mental health continued to spiral out of 
control. For Thomas, leaving London meant saying goodbye to his entire support system: the GP and 
mental health team with whom he had built relationships over the years, his church community, and 
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all of his social network. Doing this during a pandemic also increased his risk of isolation and suicidal 
thoughts, as he was less able to make new social connections or to meet with his new medical 
team face-to-face. Moving into his NASS provided room, Thomas considered it his ‘graveyard’ and 
describes his everyday life since as a ‘hell’ of uncertainty, fear and alienation.

Largely, the fear that has become a part of Thomas’s everyday life since he lodged his asylum claim 
emerges from the experience of being continuously interviewed, interrogated and disbelieved by 
the Home Office. Forced to give an account of himself, the last eight months have demanded of 
Thomas that he recalls and relives incredibly traumatic experiences, just as he has had to deal with 
the feeling of these experiences being ignored, doubted and invalidated by those assessing his 
case. In addition, accounting for himself as a bisexual man, demands that Thomas ‘comes out’ to 
the community he has built for himself in ways that make him feel uncomfortable and scared. Until 
now, the Home Office believes that Thomas’s delay in applying for asylum exposes his claim as false. 
Yet, Thomas is desperate to express to them that simply being in the UK was not enough for him to 
feel comfortable ‘coming out’ as a gay man. Avoiding networking with other migrants left Thomas 
lacking knowledge of his asylum rights, and this combined with his learning difficulties and severe 
depression were long-term barriers in his capacity to formalise his status.

For now, Thomas’s struggle continues, and his future remains uncertain. Luckily, Thomas is finding 
ways to cope with help from his church community in London and a local asylum seeker and 
refugee charity in the city in which he is now residing. His church community in London funds a 
weekly trip to their Sunday service, whilst the local charity has connected him to gardening 
projects, a weekly drop-in service and monthly farm visits, all of which provide Thomas with crucial 
resources for, in his own words, ‘surviving’.

Our interviews with support workers in the homelessness sector draw attention to the lack of embedded 
specialist support in the frontline response during the pandemic. Moreover, the Kerslake Commission 
(2021: 56) report notes that during the pandemic, there was a dearth of women-only spaces in the 
emergency accommodation and much of the accommodation was tailored towards men, who are typically 
over-represented in homeless shelters. In our research, support workers expressed specific concern for 
women migrants with NRPF, many of whom were in need of mental health support but were less likely to 
come forward for help.

Food-related problems

In this section, we draw attention to an aspect of Everyone In that is easily overlooked: the question of 
food provision. The COVID-19 pandemic occurred at a time when many people in the UK were feeling 
the after effects of austerity programmes promulgated by successive governments as a response to the 
aftermath of the 2008 global financial crisis. These programmes were informed by the political philosophy 
of neoliberalism as part of a decades-long trend of policies designed to cut back expenditure relating to 
the social state, i.e. housing, welfare, education (Bourdieu, 1998; Harvey, 2005). In an era of austerity, 



53

which witnessed widening gaps in income between the richest and poorest members of society and 
a rising number of food banks catering to those struggling to find the means of basic sustenance, the 
Everyone In initiative provided food for thousands of people who would otherwise have gone hungry 
(The Kerslake Commission on Homelessness and Rough Sleeping, 2021). In suspending eligibility criteria, 
the initiative meant that even those migrants with a NRFP condition attached to their immigration status 
were able to access food on a daily basis. Many of the emergency hotels offered three meals a day and 
the houses run by religious organisations and charities provided food and clothing to those experiencing 
homelessness. This provision of food without restriction was one of the greatest achievements of 
Everyone In and it is likely to have saved countless lives. Many of our interviewees expressed gratitude 
for the help they received and yet there was also a strong sense of rejection of the type of food that was 
offered, which was deemed to be standardised, bland and produced as a ‘one-size-fits-all’ solution to 
the problem of needing to feed people during the pandemic. The force of the negative response to the 
food provision took us by surprise as we did not initially set out to ask the respondents specifically about 
the hotel food. We did ask whether they managed to get sufficient food and we also asked about food in 
relation to their memories of the past. Nevertheless, when discussing the emergency accommodation, 
the majority of the interviewees drew attention to problems with the food provision.

Food, as an element of material culture, is encoded into the experiential world of individuals and deeply 
rooted in the habitus (Bourdieu, 1990). While not fixed or immovable, food preferences function as a 
marker of belonging and non-belonging. During the Everyone In initiative, the respondents yearned for 
foods which are associated with their countries of origin. In contrast, the bland, standardised food that 
was offered in the emergency hotels reinforced in the migrants a sense of being out of place in the UK, an 
experience of ‘the temporary that lasts’ (Sayad, 2004, p. 58). The Everyone In initiative also individualised 
the experience of eating. Due to the lockdown, food was brought to the rooms of hotel residents. In 
other instances, food was not allowed in the rooms and so guests had to eat in a communal area while 
maintaining social distance. Whilst the hotel food provided an invaluable source of nutrition for those 
experiencing homelessness, the social function of eating was sorely missed. As Georg Simmel points out, 
individuals have in common the need to eat but eating together creates a formal norm that rises ‘above 
the fluctuating needs of the individual; the socialization of the meal elevates it into an aesthetic stylization 
which now acts back upon the former’ (Simmel, 1997[1910], p. 132). Without the socially-embedding 
function of the meal and the form that this creates, food remains purely at the level of life-sustaining 
calories and nutrients but is stripped of its social function or its symbolic role in rearticulating a sense of 
cultural identity. As Sayad (2004, p. 205) relates, the individual, isolated in this way, ‘begins to discover the 
purely organic and individualistic function of absorbing nutrients, as opposed to the social function of the 
meal as an act of commensality and communication, in other words as an act of communication through 
which the community asserts its existence, as an act of integration through which it reconstitutes itself’.

To further illustrate these points, we refer here to several examples from our respondents. First, Mary, a 
51-year-old woman from Nigeria who has been in the UK for nine years, expresses her yearning for eba, a 
starchy vegetable food that is popular in Nigeria and parts of Ghana.

I: If you had a choice of something that you would really like to have as your evening meal, what 
would that best meal be for you? What would you really love eating?



54

Mary: Yeah, just so bring me eba. Eba, that is what I need. These people don’t know how to do 
eba. They don’t know what we call eba, they find it very difficult.

Mary articulates a yearning for eba, with its connection to the Yoruba people, thus highlighting her 
connection with this imagined community and her disconnection from those who do not understand or 
know how to prepare this food (Anderson, 2006[1983]). She went on to say that when she was offered 
food she would only take water. This highlighted the extent of her sense of non-belonging:

I: Oh no. And that … you must be feeling quite hungry if you’re not eating much?

Mary: Yeah. It’s [the food] good for the white people but not good for me.

Here, Mary refers to the food offered as something that is acceptable for ‘white people’ but which has no 
cultural resonance with her.

Similarly, Vali draws a sharp distinction between the food that he was offered in the hotels and the food 
that he was accustomed to in Romania:

Vali: I’m struggling a little bit with the food because it’s not what I am used to, you know, there are 
things I miss like, you know, our type of Cheddar cheese or salami or bread especially or even some 
cigarettes … the hotel food is not really something that I really take to.

I: What do you get at the hotel then? What’s the food like? What food is offered?

R: Banana … so things like in the morning we get the, you know, maybe a yoghurt and banana. [I 
am] more used to continental type of breakfast. At lunch time we get soup which is often far too 
spicy for me and occasionally we get some containers with pasta with all kinds of sauces which I 
really, really don’t like at all and sometimes in the evening, you know, they do bring maybe, you 
know, chicken legs and maybe boiled potatoes or baked potatoes, you know, things like rice, that 
kind of thing but really, really, I don’t really like the food here. So, what I miss from Romania is the 
food …The food, the grills, you know, barbecue … You know, plum brandy, Romanian wine.

Gabrielle, a 40-year-old woman who has been in the UK for 16 years, expresses her dislike of the bland, 
boiled food that was provided in the emergency accommodation. In many instances, she avoided eating it 
because it made her feel ill and left her unable to sleep.

Regarding commensality, Gabrielle reflects nostalgically on the family-oriented food culture that she 
associates with her upbringing in Togo:

Gabrielle: I cook curry and rice. I like hot food. Back home we made everything ourselves. It’s not 
expensive over there … And my mum loves food, so she had a lot of dishes. I cook since I was six, 
or seven, I started cooking.

I: Wow.
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Gabrielle: My brothers, my sisters, everybody cook in the house, because my mum loved cooking. 
So, when she’s in the kitchen, she doesn’t like to see anyone free … So, if you don’t want to eat, 
you can cook your own thing … so we were always in the kitchen, to see what she’s doing, making 
cake, everything. And she always said, we had to learn everything she knows, in case we are not 
academic, we can do something to survive. So, we learn how to clean, how cook, how to plait hair, 
perm hair, everything, alterations, everything.

Gabrielle’s observations take us back to Sayad’s point (2004, p. 205) about the significance of meal as an 
act of commensality and communication. Gabrielle expresses a yearning for the food of her country of 
origin but this is not simply rooted in nostalgia for a different mode of taste: it is a craving for a sense of 
cultural belonging, as opposed to the individual act of absorbing nutrients that occurs within the privacy 
of a single room or ‘in front of witnesses who are themselves occupied in the same way – i.e. carrying out 
the same act and the same function’ (Sayad, 2004, p. 205).

The ‘one-size-fits all’ approach to food that characterised Everyone In had a further consequence for 
migrants experiencing homelessness: they felt that they lost their sense of autonomy. This is articulated 
by Andrzej, a 63-year-old Polish man who has been in the UK for 13 years:

Andrzej: I would be able to prepare food if they connected the hob because it’s not working.

I: So, you’ve never had access to the hob?

Andrzej: No; only I am able to use the microwave.

I: And do you know why you can’t use the cooker?

Andrzej: If the cooker was working I would be able to prepare soup or cook something …

I: And do you struggle with that; is it something you miss, being able to cook Polish food?

Andrzej: Of course.

Here, Andrzej expresses his frustration that he is not able to cook for himself because the hob – in his 
room in the emergency accommodation – was switched off, and so he was not able to make food to his 
own tastes. The food provided in the emergency accommodation offered him access to food without 
having to steal. However, it frustrated his sense of autonomy.

Some of the problems related above relate to the specific constraints of the situation, i.e. the need to 
provide nutritional food for people living in emergency accommodation during a series of nationwide 
lockdowns. However, the points raised by clients point to alternative ways of envisaging food provision 
that are more sensitive to diverse cultural backgrounds and provide spaces for commensality.
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In sum: beneficial changes and instances 
of good practice

In this section of the report, we highlight the recommendations that 
derive from our research findings. Before doing so, we would like to 
draw attention to the many beneficial changes and instances of good 
practice that we observed in the homelessness sector as part of the 
Everyone In initiative:

1. Homelessness organisations responded swiftly and effectively to the sudden need to arrange and 
manage newly-provided emergency accommodation during Everyone In when the eligibility criteria 
for migrants were suspended. As a consequence, many migrants received homelessness assistance for 
the first time.

2. Rates of COVID infection were kept low in the emergency hotels and migrants experiencing 
homelessness were provided with much-needed access to food, shelter and healthcare.

3. There were increased levels of cooperation between organisations in the homelessness 
sector. Quickfire solutions were formulated collaboratively when Everyone In was announced. 
Charities ordinarily pitted against each other for funding were thus able to work together in 
unprecedented ways.

4. Several migrants experiencing homelessness had their immigration status resolved during the 
pandemic. This is because staff and immigration advisors were better able to access their clients in the 
emergency accommodation and discuss the options available to them. Due to this proximity, it was 
easier for staff and clients in order to assemble the information needed for Home Office applications.

5. The emergency accommodation was very popular and many of the individuals we spoke to were very 
grateful to have a room of their own, showers and toilets, and access to regular meals.

6. Staff in the sector were able to convey crucial information to their clients about their immigration and 
asylum claims. Many migrants gained crucial knowledge about their rights and asylum seekers were 
made aware of the NASS accommodation that was available.

7. Staff in the homelessness sector were upskilled through their engagement with experts from partner 
institutions in housing and immigration law.

8. Migrants gained access to a number of key support services such as those relating to health checks, 
drug and alcohol use, job coaching and Universal Credit.
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Recommendations

On the basis of our project’s key findings, we offer the following 
recommendations for policy makers and those working in the 
homelessness sector:

1. We recommend the continued suspension of immigration-related eligibility criteria that made the 
Everyone In such a positive initiative for migrants experiencing homelessness and those working in 
the homelessness sector. During Everyone In, there were many benefits for migrants including access 
to accommodation, healthcare, food, clothing and immigration advice. However, these measures 
were temporary and therefore the benefits of the initiative were tinged with a sense of uncertainty 
regarding what would happen next. Joshua, a man from Singapore, expressed his anxiety about this: 
unsure of what would ensue, he said, ‘I’m tempted to be very frank, go back to the bus, put my feet 
somewhere, travel on the bus, because I don’t want to bother nobody’. Furthermore, it was also 
traumatic for migrants to have access to key services withdrawn after Everyone In.

2. Speed up and simplify the Home Office application process for all immigration status claims. We 
have seen in our research how overly-complicated bureaucratic processes and slow decision-making 
can ruin people’s lives. For example, Joshua’s application for indefinite leave to remain stretches back 
several decades and he says that his life has been ruined by his engagements with the Home Office. 
He ended up destitute despite having studied and worked in the UK for a number of years. We also 
recommend better communication between the Home Office and embassies so that issues like lost ID 
and paperwork can be resolved quicker thus speeding up immigration status claims. Better means of 
communication would also help those who wish to return to their countries of origin, such as Mary, 
who wanted to return to Nigeria but had no idea how to do so.

3. It should be more straightforward for asylum seekers to apply to work in the UK while their asylum 
claims are being processed. This will involve a reformulation of Section 360 of the Home Office 
Immigration Rules relating to the right to request permission to take up employment. Having a work 
permit for this would help individuals to avoid getting involved in the informal economy and risking 
illegalisation. The scope of employment that might potentially be taken up (see 360A) should not be 
as restrictive as it is in the current legislation. In the life story interviews conducted, we asked each 
individual about their hopes and plans for the future. Nearly all of them expressed a desire to work in 
the UK but many were not able to do so under their present circumstances. For example, Matthew, an 
Iranian man, expressed his frustration at how he is unable to work, open a bank account, or obtain a 
mobile phone contract, while his asylum claim is being processed.

4. Increase the levels of tailored support offered to those claiming asylum. At the moment, asylum 
seekers’ support rates are only £5.84 per day leaving them otherwise dependent on financial support 
from charities. This is not enough money to live on. In addition, they are disembedded from their 
social networks because they are required to take up accommodation wherever it is offered, often in 
other parts of the country. As an advice worker at a refugee and asylum seeker charity noted, ‘[t]he 
whole problem with NASS accommodation is that you don’t choose at all, where you’re going to live 
… when they’re entitled to NASS accommodation, NASS will put them up anywhere in the country, 
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and they could have been in [city] for ten years, 13 years … and they’ll be sent off to Liverpool or to 
Cardiff, or to somewhere in the country where they know nobody.’ We recommend that stable NASS 
accommodation should be provided in an area where an individual has some local connection. At 
present, asylum seekers are often moved around the country in an ad hoc manner.

5. Suspend the No Recourse to Public Funds condition. This legislation increases the risk of 
homelessness among migrants who are working to resolve their immigration status because they are 
denied access to benefits and housing assistance. Moreover, their ability to access work and some 
forms of healthcare is restricted.

6. Homelessness organisations need to develop a more personalised and trauma-informed approach 
to welfare checks, assessments, and other interactions with clients. Many migrants experiencing 
homelessness have experienced traumatic events, whether relating to conflict, sexual assault, family 
issues or persecution at the hands of the state or border forces. Therefore, there is a risk of re-
traumatising them in the course of everyday encounters. We recommend workshops and courses 
run by specialists in the field or people with lived experience of homelessness that pioneer ways of 
dealing with clients in a personalised, compassionate and trauma-informed manner.

7. More research is needed on the extent of hidden homelessness among non-UK nationals in order 
to take steps to understand and alleviate the problem. Our research findings demonstrate that the 
extent of hidden migrant homelessness is not adequately captured in homelessness statistics. In order 
to identify the resources needed to assist the hidden homeless population, we recommend further 
research on those with no or limited access to public funds that extends the reach of existing research 
methods in order to better understand and assist this cohort. This can include bringing in expertise 
and utilising research methods from various disciplines in the social sciences.

8. More provision needs to be made in the homelessness sector for families and groups to enable a 
higher degree of social embeddedness. The support provided during Everyone In was an exaggerated 
form of the usual service that caters primarily to single men experiencing homelessness. This is 
because the typical profile of a homelessness organisation’s client is a single male. Families fear being 
separated when they come forward for help. In our research, we found promising instances during 
which homelessness organisations made rooms available for Roma families, and these examples could 
serve as blueprints for future provision. During the pandemic, individuals’ feelings of isolation and 
loneliness were exacerbated. We recommend better provision is offered for family groups. We also 
recommend provision for more sociability and ways to bring individuals together. Food is one vehicle 
for enabling communication and social embeddedness. For example, in one service, individuals took 
turns preparing food for others. Pinned to the wall were the details of an upcoming ‘Chin Chin14 
session’ being run by a resident. Events such as this can be adapted in a range of contexts, in various 
forms of temporary accommodation.

9. Increase the provision of interpreting services in the homelessness sector and tailor the support 
offered. Those working in the sector expressed their frustration at the limitations of existing 
interpreting services such as Language Line. First, these services are not sufficiently equipped to 
translate legal concepts from one language to another. Second, clients are often fearful of engaging 
with the interpreters because even though they speak the same language, there is often a class-based 

14 Chin Chin is a crunchy fried dough confectionery snack, popular in West African countries.
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dynamic and migrants often feel as though they are being judged and might come to harm if they 
reveal the circumstances of their lives. Third, these services do not have the skillset for dealing with 
sensitive or traumatic topics. This can potentially lead to further problems relating to confidentiality. 
For smaller organisations in the sector, the situation is even worse: they are not able to afford 
interpreting services and so are reliant on ad hoc solutions such as Google Translate, hand gestures 
and the fortuitous use of staff who happen to speak the language. We recommend that before 
being deployed, interpreters are briefed - and preferably trained - about the sensitive topics and legal 
concepts that might arise in their conversations with migrants.

10. Increase the embedding of specialist immigration advice in the homelessness sector. First, we 
recommend the increased provision of OISC-accredited immigration training. This will require 
additional funding from local authorities. Those working in the sector did not feel that they had 
the training or resources required to best support non-UK nationals in their applications to the 
Home Office. This was most apparent in the smaller homelessness charities but even in the larger 
organisations it was felt that more specialist training is needed. We argue that an increase in 
immigration training is especially important because many migrants are not aware of their rights 
to remain in the UK. This was made apparent in our research during the Brexit transition. Second, 
we recommend greater levels of coordination between homelessness organisations and specialist 
migrant support services so that individuals have the best possible chance of resolving their 
immigration situation.

11. Increase the embedding of specialist embedded mental health support in the homelessness sector. 
Those working in the sector highlight how outreach workers have to engage in frontline mental health 
support without having the requisite specialist training. This is alarming given that many of those 
experiencing homelessness have acute mental health problems such as psychosis, chronic depression 
and suicidal thoughts. We recommend two things: First, that mental health training is provided for 
these outreach workers. As well as providing immediate support for their clients, this will help to 
recognise the symptoms of PTSD, which are often undiagnosed, and refer clients to specialist support. 
These symptoms were common among those we interviewed. Second, we recommend that there are 
mental health specialist workers embedded in outreach teams to reduce barriers to accessing support 
in the first instance. This is especially necessary because many migrants experiencing homelessness 
have experienced a worsening of mental health problems in the course of their engagement with the 
Home Office. For example, Thomas’s severe depression and psychosis were exacerbated when he was 
interrogated and detained by the Home Office.

12. Listen to people’s stories. We recommend that organisations create spaces for explorative 
conversations. Giving people a chance to relate their life stories was often therapeutic for our 
interlocutors. Many individuals were initially reluctant to talk because in previous interview situations, 
they felt as though they were being assessed or interrogated, treated as a ‘case’ or ‘client’. In contrast, 
by giving them a chance to discuss their lives and memories, their daily routines, their frustrations 
and fears, and their hopes for the future, many individuals opened up and were able to provide 
insights into the root causes of their problems. Those we spoke to did not discuss their lives in a linear 
fashion, especially since their experiences were often difficult to make sense of in one session. We 
think that listening to people tell their stories can help those working in the sector to gain a stronger 
understanding of the structural causes of migrant homelessness.
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Demographics

Our non-UK national interviewees came from 26 different countries. The most common country of 
origin was Romania. Their ages ranged from 17 to 75 years old, with a mean age of 44. 70% of our client 
participants were men, 28% were women, and one person was non-binary. Over half (53%) were of 
Christian faith, followed by Muslim (16%) and Agnostic (16%). Around 40% of the clients had self-reported 
a disability. The range of time they had been in England ranged from 14 months to 46 years.
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