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Introduction 

Children and young people make up a significant proportion of the asylum-seeking 
population to the UK, and most of these are young people who claim asylum with their 
families. Between 2010 and 2020, 86,533 children (under 18s) claimed asylum in the UK, 
making up almost a quarter (23%) of UK asylum applicants and dependents during that 
time. Most of these children (62,321) claimed asylum with their families, making up 17% of 
asylum seekers overall1. Increasingly families face several challenges as they claim asylum in 
the UK including exclusion from employment and limited financial support provided under 
the Asylum Support regime, as well as limited practical support to help navigate their new 
context. Most families spend several years receiving Asylum Support before their claim is 
decided and many are then granted refugee status or another form of protection which 
allows them access to employment and mainstream benefits. However, the prolonged 
absences from the labour market have implications for employment integration2 as well as 
other factors like poor mental health and lack of access to language learning. 

This paper focuses on the financial support and employment restrictions that children and 
families face while they claim asylum and considers the lived experiences, needs and 
outcomes of children and young people in this context. 

Policy background 

When they arrive in the UK, children and families who claim asylum have ‘no recourse to 
public funds’ (NRPF) which means they no access to most mainstream benefits or 
homelessness assistance. They are also generally not permitted to work. To avoid destitution, 
they may be able to access limited subsistence support and housing via a parallel system of 
support provided by the Home Office called ‘Asylum Support’ which is intended to meet 
‘essential living needs’ like food, clothing, toiletries and transport costs. The current rate of 
support is £40.85 per person per week and no additional support is provided for children or 
those with additional care or mobility needs resulting from illness or disability. Children are 
eligible for compulsory education, Free School Meals and nursery places, but there has been 
no research about take-up among eligible families. 

Given that there is generally no opportunity to work, families are solely reliant on this 
limited support for their every day needs, and families are subject to such conditions 
increasingly for many years.  

Research gap 

Experiences of destitution and poverty among adult asylum-seekers in the UK have been 
widely researched3. Scholars have described the inadequacy and inconsistency of financial 
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support coupled with labour market restrictions as a form of ‘slow violence’4 resulting in 
‘State-induced poverty’5. But children’s own experiences are missing from this knowledge 
base. Within wider child poverty research, the particular vulnerabilities of refugee and 
asylum-seeking children are too often overlooked6. There is very limited research which 
engages directly with refugees and asylum-seeking children or looks at how poverty affects 
their lives in unique or different ways7. 

Furthermore, despite strong evidence of the causal effects of income on a range of children’s 
outcomes8 academic research has not yet considered the effects of such policies which 
severely restrict access to an adequate level of household income, affect children’s outcomes 
including their ability to integrate into UK life.  

Methods 

By focusing on children’s experiences, needs and outcomes, this study looks at how the 
financial support and employment restrictions affect children within families living in the 
UK’s Asylum Support system.  

Based on longitudinal qualitative interviews with 26 families over the course of one year 
(2021-2022) across three waves with a total of 55 interviews with young people and parents 
separately, this paper uses thematic analysis to present new empirical evidence on young 
people’s experiences of living on asylum support.  
 
Findings 

The findings suggest that young people face many of the same challenges as peers in low-
income families such as deep poverty, material deprivation, extreme social exclusion and 
isolation, often going without access to essentials like clothes, missing out on social, learning 
and extracurricular activities. Their circumstances also pose additional challenges for their 
ability to develop, play, learn, socialise, access opportunities and progress with their career, 
and affecting their ability to make and sustain friendships. The study points to the fact that 
employment restrictions affect children and young people in two ways: indirectly through 
their parents inability to work as well as directly by limiting their own ability to seek 
employment. So as young people approach adulthood they are unable to progress to 
employment or contribute to household income like other children on low income might, 
missing out on learning opportunities, increasing their isolation and sense of exclusion. 
These factors also hinder their ability to make and sustain friendships, with implications for 
how they are able to integrate into their new communities. 
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