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The 2015 Refugee Crisis in Europe pushed WONDER 
Foundation to consider what we could do to empower 
migrant women in Europe to thrive. As we worked with our 
partners to support community responses in the UK, Spain 
and Slovenia, and promote access to English classes in 
London, our understanding of the challenges migrant and 
refugee women faced in our countries grew, and the idea  
for the FATIMA project was formed. This project enabled 
us to share Baytree’s and Senara’s long experience in 
empowering migrant women in London and Madrid, 
respectively, with Panorama in Poland, and Sursum in 
Slovenia. These countries had fewer organisations and  
less experience in integrating migrants, but growing need  
to provide opportunities. 

WONDER Foundation and our partners were awarded an 
EU-AMIF grant and delivered the FATIMA project between 
2017 and 2019. This funding went to innovative migrant 
integration projects, and our ambitious programme 
for community-based empowerment and integration 
for vulnerable female migrants was both exciting and 
challenging. Offering a whole-person approach to 
integration, combining education, mentoring, personalised 
support and the chance to meet new people and better 
understand their new home country, this was a more intense 
programme than many for new migrants. The focus on 
creating a sense of ‘welcome’ in the classroom was even 
called ‘innovative’, and featured in the journal “Learning 
Issues1”. The organisations who delivered this programme 
are continuing to develop their work with migrants, building 
on this experience, according to the funding they have been 
able to source since FATIMA ended. 

Introduction

This report shares insights from this project to inspire others 
to fund and deliver effective integration projects, and to learn 
from what our partners successes and the challenges that 
they faced. A fundamental part of the FATIMA project design 
was to ensure that the project was independently reviewed 
by an external examiner, so that WONDER Foundation could 
clearly recognise and share lessons learnt. Consequently, 
the report  combines insights from Olive Nsababera and 
Sung Kyu Kim who independently evaluated the project, 
alongside information on the situation of female migrants in 
each country: notably, there is much less research on female 
migrants’ experiences in Spain, Slovenia and Poland than 
in the UK. We also make recommendations to improve and 
increase the support available for female migrants’ so that 
they, and the communities that they live in, can thrive. 

With thanks to all who have contributed to the 
production of this report: 

Olivia Darby, Paola Delmonaco, Carmen Gonzalez, Julia 
Kulpa, Sun Kyuu Kim, Nicole Nguyen, Olive Nsababera, 
Lia Pessoa, Madeleine Potter-Wood, Stella Sarmias, 
Charlot Schneider, Sarithira Selvakumar, Camille Thirot-
Lafond, Felix Belfield and to all the project managers, 
leaders and participants who contributed so much to 
the success of this project.

1 Darby, O et al, ‘Feeling confident to learn: creating education spaces where women feel welcome’ Language 

Issues: The ESOL Journal, Volume 30, Number 1, July 2019, pp. 24-36(13), National Association for Teaching 

English and other Community Languages to Adults (NATECLA)
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1. Introduction to the Independent Review 

The overarching goal of FATIMA project was to facilitate 
the integration of migrant women into the EU countries so 
that they could engage actively and contribute to the host 
society and support their children and families to become 
active members of their new community. FATIMA was an EU 
partnership project of five non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) who aimed to empower selected migrant women 
living in Poland, Slovenia, Spain, and the U.K. through a 
personalised and holistic approach to supporting the 
integration of these women in their community. This report 
seeks to assess and better understand the conditions of 
the first and second intake of participants (cohort-1 and 
2) through qualitative and quantitative assessments. The 
baseline information will inform on the participants’ situation 
before enrolment in the programme, their experience in the 
programme thus far, and their aspirations after completing 
the project activities. WONDER Foundation, the principal 
organisation leading the FATIMA project, in consultation 
with the evaluation consultants and the EU project partner 
organisations, developed a strategic evaluation plan based 
on the literature review of integration and social cohesion 
and informed by the Foundation’s theory of change2  to 
monitor and learn from the changes occurred over the 
course of the project timeline (February 2018 –  
December 2019).

2. The Context for FATIMA

For the new arrivals to effectively integrate into the host 
community, the European Handbook on Integration suggests 
that “basic knowledge of the host society’s language, 
history and institutions is indispensable to integration; 
[and] enabling immigrants to acquire this basic knowledge 
is essential”3. To do so, however, requires tackling the 
existing structural problems and barriers faced generally by 
newly arrived migrants, in particular women. For instance, 
WONDER Foundation and its partners identified that most 
of the migrant women lacked support network and the safe 
space where they feel welcomed and can access and afford 
language and self-development training4. Therefore, the 
approach of the FATIMA project was to invest in and educate 
migrant women to help them further develop the educational, 
entrepreneurial and social skills that they already possessed 
but had not yet been able to transfer into their new setting.

The FATIMA project aimed to help the migrant women 
overcome the language and socio-cultural differences  
and barriers through four strategic areas of support  
(see Approach and Strategies). They are: 

• Language – addressing the language barrier by offering 
various and appropriate levels of language classes to 
migrant women.

• Mentorship – helping to develop personalised goals and 
aspiration with the help of a mentor who can relate easily 
to the mentee’s background and interests.

• Volunteer and work placement – gaining hands-on cultural 
and community experiences through active participation in 
volunteering work and workshops.

• Civic engagement – fostering the sense of local citizenship 
by introducing the women to local social services available 
to them and their families.

2 WONDER Foundation (2018). "WONDER's Theory of change."

3 Niessen, J. and T. Huddleston (2012). Handbook on integration for policy-makers and  

practitioners European Commission.

4 WONDER Foundation (2018). "WONDER's Theory of change."

The Independent Review

https://wonderfoundation.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/EY7rpvnVODBPlBRp86TdC5MBD14AWfru85cLlFNZKeAo2Q?e=JHPorh
https://wonderfoundation.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/EY7rpvnVODBPlBRp86TdC5MBD14AWfru85cLlFNZKeAo2Q?e=JHPorh
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Ultimately, the FATIMA project sought to empower and 
integrate migrant women in all aspects of the community 
sphere as economic actors, but also as social actors  
(and carers) who have much influence on their children  
and families as well as on the broader community .

2.1. Project evaluation objectives

The aim of this evaluation was to draw associations between 
the activities of the FATIMA project and the outcomes that 
are at the heart of WONDER’s theory of change including but 
not limited to: strengthened resilience and self-efficacy of 
beneficiaries and the empowerment of beneficiaries5.

The primary aim of this evaluation was to assess whether 
and how the FATIMA project helped to integrate 210 migrant 
women (and through them, their families and extended 
community) in the four EU countries, namely Poland, Slovenia, 
Spain, and the UK, to their respective host societies. The 
project aimed to empower and mobilise migrant women 
to participate and live an engaged civic life and contribute 
actively in their local community and economy.

In particular, we were interested in assessing how the 
programme beneficiaries participated in (and responded 
to) language learning, mentoring relationship and pursuing 
their personal development plan (PDP), volunteering and 
employment searching, and gaining civic knowledge and 
making use of host community’s services.

Therefore, the objectives of the evaluation were:
• To assess whether the FATIMA project achieved the goals, 

outcomes and outputs set out in the project proposal to its 
funder.

• To reflect on the experience of the WONDER Foundation 
and its co-applicants in running the FATIMA project 
and provide recommendations to achieve the intended 
objectives better.

The results of the evaluation (findings, conclusions and 
recommendations) have served to: 
• Assess the overall efficacy of the project activities and 

expected outcomes and outputs;
• Trace and unpack the processes of integration; and
• Share the results of the project in various media formats 

to highlight the contribution of migrants especially the 
women in the host communities and to improve the public 
awareness and local perceptions of migrants.

https://wonderfoundation.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/EY7rpvnVODBPlBRp86TdC5MBD14AWfru85cLlFNZKeAo2Q?e=JHPorh
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2.2. Understanding integration and social cohesion

2.2.1. Introduction – scope of the review

This literature review focuses on interventions that seek to 
integrate migrants through volunteer and work placements, 
mentorship, language training and civic engagement. We 
review evidence from Europe, the US, Canada and Australia. 
In doing so, this review seeks to understand the following:
• What does the literature say about these interventions 

and their role in facilitating the integration of migrants, 
particularly women?

• What relevant lessons can we learn from these 
interventions under the contexts in which they  
are implemented?

• How have these interventions been evaluated? 
 

Given the fact that different studies refer to different socio-
economic contexts and target groups, it is not possible to 
provide an exhaustive discussion of all reviews. Instead, 
below, we focus on elements that are relevant to the FATIMA 
project activities and the evaluation methodology.  While 
we have attempted to identify gender dimensions where 
applicable, a shortcoming of most of the studies is that 
they consider migrants as a homogenous group and do 
not delineate by gender, ethnic origin or other relevant 
identifiers. Additionally, there is a significant lack of good 
quality studies that evaluate the outcomes of interventions 
on the integration of new migrants. Most programmes on 
integration do not have a rigorous evaluation, and of the  
few assessments available, most focus on language  
and employment.
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6 González Garibay, M. and P. De Cuyper (2013). "The evaluation of integration policies across the OECD:  

a review."

7 Eurostat (2011). Indicators of Immigrant Integration. A pilot study.

8 Castles, S., et al. (2001). Integration: Mapping the Field, Report of a project carried out by the Centre for 

Migration and Policy Research and Refugee Studies Centre. Oxford, University of Oxford 

9 Robinson, V. (1998). "Defining and Measuring Successful Refugee Integration: Proceedings of ECRE 

International Conference on Integration of Refugees in Europe, Antwerp."

2.2.2. What is integration and how can it be measured?

Organisations or policies that seek to support the integration 
of migrants are necessarily confronted with the fundamental 
questions – what is ‘integration’, what constitutes 
‘successful’ integration and how can it be measured?

A review of studies on OECD integration policies found that 
most studies do not explicitly define what they understand 
as ‘integration’. It is only through looking at what the studies 
measure as outcomes of integration policies that one can 
make inferences about how they define integration. In this 
regard, most studies use employment-related indicators (e.g. 
employment status, earnings) as a criterion to assess the 
effectiveness of integration policies6. Other studies focus 
on domains that are thought to be essential to the process. 
In this regard, social integration is implicitly understood as 
“a functional adjustment to a foreign society in domains 
including employment, education, social inclusion, and 
active citizenship”7. 

To date, there is no standard definition of ‘integration’. 
According to Castles et al., “there is no single, generally 
accepted definition, theory or model of immigrant and 
refugee integration”8. Such a uniform definition is impossible 
given that the concept is ‘individualized’ and ‘contextual’9. 
However, the studies agree on the need to approach the 
migrant experience as a diverse experience that can vary  
by the unique circumstances of the migrant and the  
hosting community. 

Ager and Strang10 provide a useful conceptual framework for 
measuring success in integration (Figure 1). Although the 
framework was originally for refugees (who may arguably 
be different from other groups of migrants), the model is 
nonetheless broad enough to apply to other migrants. Ager 
and Strang11 identified ten domains that evidence suggested 
was crucial for the successful integration of refugees.  
Of these ten domains, employment, education, housing and 

health consist as ‘markers’ and ‘means’ because 1) success 
within these fields denotes ‘positive integration outcomes’ 
and 2) success within these fields will enable the more 
extensive integration process. For example, employment was 
seen by respondents as essential for integration because 
it provides a means for earning a living and realising self-
sufficiency. Respondents also saw formal work as a way 
of enabling them to connect with the host community, 
learn the language and culture of the host society12,13.

10 Ager, A. and A. Strang (2008). "Understanding integration: A conceptual framework." Journal of refugee 

studies 21(2): 166-191.

11 Ibid

12 Ibid

13 Haque, Z. (2010). What works with integrating new migrants, Lessons from international Best Practice, 

Runnymede Trust, London.
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However, while extensive, the ‘markers’ and ‘means’ do not 
encompass relationships between people. Respondents 
emphasised having a sense of belonging to a group or 
community as essential for ensuring a sense of stability. 
Similarly, building relationships with other communities was 
perceived as necessary for attaining cultural understanding 
and widening economic opportunities while connecting with 
social institutions and being part of the political process 
was regarded as essential for respondents to feel they 
belong to the whole society. Therefore, Ager and Strang14  
identified three social relationships or connections that are 
important for the integration process. These are: 1) social 
bonds for example connections with people from the same 
ethnic, national, or religious identity; 2) social bridges such 
as links between new migrants and host communities  
and 3) social links namely links with institutions and 
municipal services15,16.

In addition to fluency in the host language, interviews 
with respondents revealed the importance of knowledge 
of national and local procedures, customs and facilities. 
Respondents believed this should be a reciprocal process 
with the host society learning of the culture of themigrants. 
The framework, therefore, identifies language and cultural 
knowledge as facilitators of integration. Safety and stability 
were another factor of facilitation in the integration 
process as respondents recounted experiences of racial 
harassment, xenophobia and other hate crimes. Finally, 
equality of rights and citizenship for both migrants and  
the host communities is identified as the ‘foundation’  
for meaningful integration17,18.

Markers 
and Means Employment Housing Education Health

Social 
Connection

Social
Bridges

Social 
Bonds

Social
Links

Foundation Rights and 
Citizenship

Facilitators Safety and 
Stability

Language 
and Cultural 
Knowledge

14 Ager, A. and A. Strang (2008). "Understanding integration: A conceptual framework." Journal of refugee 

studies 21(2): 166-191.

15 Ibid

16 Haque, Z. (2010). What works with integrating new migrants, Lessons from international Best Practice, 

Runnymede Trust, London.

17  Ager, A. and A. Strang (2008). "Understanding integration: A conceptual framework." Journal of refugee 

studies 21(2): 166-191.

18 Haque, Z. (2010). What works with integrating new migrants, Lessons from international Best Practice, 

Runnymede Trust, London.

Figure 1. A conceptual framework of immigrant and refugee integration Source: Ager and Strang (2008).  
A conceptual Framework Defining Core Domains of Intergration
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It should be noted that the connections between the above 
domains are not causal as there may be different pathways 
linking these fields19. Nonetheless, the critical areas of 
integration provide useful framework for understanding the 
issues of access to employment related to both individual 
and sectoral level, how the processes of social connections 
within and between groups develop (or not), and various 
ways in which the refugees and other migrants navigate 
through local environment, culture, and language learning20. 
For our evaluation study, we are particularly interested in  
the following domains.

• Education and language learning
• Employment and under-employment21 
• Health

a. Reliable access to health services
b. Communication with healthcare professionals

• Housing and neighbourhood
a. Short- and long-term establishment
b.  Safety and security of housing environments

• Rights and citizenship
a. Knowledge, attitudes and practices of claiming  

the rights
• Social connections 

a. Social bond with family and co-ethnic, co-national, 
co-religious or other forms of group

b.  Social bridge with other communities
c.  Social link with the structures of the  

public institutions 

However, while the above studies have focused on the 
conditions, experiences and perspectives of the migrants, 
other researchers argue that integration studies must  
focus on both the settlers and the hosts22. In the next 
section, we review another related strand of literature  
on social cohesion.

19 Ibid

20 Ager, A. and A. Strang (2008). "Understanding integration: A conceptual framework." Journal of refugee 

studies 21(2): 166-191.

21 Defined here as holding jobs, which does not require the level of skills or qualifications possessed by the 

jobholder (Ager and Strang 2008: 170).

22 Spoonley, P., et al. (2005). "Social cohesion: A policy and indicator framework for assessing immigrant and 

host outcomes." Social Policy Journal of New Zealand 24(1): 85-110.
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2.2.3. Social cohesion – A framework for  
assessing migrants and host communities

What makes a society socially cohesive? Jenson23 described 
a socially cohesive society as “one where all groups have 
a sense of ‘belonging, participation, inclusion, recognition 
and legitimacy’”24. In contrast, socially negative attributes 
such as isolation, exclusion, non-involvement, rejection and 
illegitimacy could also indicate a non-cohesive society25. 
According to Beauvais and Jenson26 social cohesion is 
interactive. That is, the cohesive elements of a society 
depend on the mutual establishment and understanding of 
common values and a civic culture, social order and social 
control, social solidarity and reductions in wealth disparities, 
social networks and social capital, and feeling of a common 
identity and the sense of belonging27. Similarly, the Council 
of Europe regards cohesion as a mixture of political, social 
and economic forms of interactions that determine how 
inclusive or exclusive the immigrants and minorities find 
themselves in the larger society28. In the United Kingdom, 
the Commission on the Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain 
highlighted the need for a mutual commitment to “tolerance, 
compromise, and accommodation, recognition and respect 
for diversity, and […] determination to confront and eliminate 
racism and xenophobia” in building cohesive communities29.

However, there are challenges associated with incorporating 
immigrants from other cultures to host societies. Some 
of the problems include lack of recognition of foreign 
credentials and qualifications, racial, ethnic or religious 
discrimination, prejudice in the work environment, lack of 
affordable housing, and lack of language training, to name 
a few30. Besides these systemic and individual barriers, 
how can an inclusive society facilitate and engage the 
vulnerable and marginalised members in participating in 
the mainstream institutions of society? The answer to this 
question entails not only the accessibility of infrastructure 
and service provisions (i.e. through policy and programmes) 
but also, the quality of civic and social participation (i.e. 
local and context-dependent).

The Council for Europe and the European Union reviewed 
over 600 indicators used for monitoring social cohesion 
programmes and projects, and the overarching themes below 
form the basis for establishing an indicator framework:
• Demography (Table 1),
• Inclusion in the labour market,
• Employment/training,
• Social benefits,
• Housing,
• Education, and
• Participation in social, cultural and political life.

23  Jenson, J. (1998). Mapping social cohesion: The state of Canadian research, Family Network, CPRN.

24 Spoonley, P., et al. (2005). "Social cohesion: A policy and indicator framework for assessing immigrant and 

host outcomes." Social Policy Journal of New Zealand 24(1): 85-110.

25 Jenson, J. (1998). Mapping social cohesion: The state of Canadian research, Family Network, CPRN.

26 Beauvais, C. and J. Jenson (2002). Social cohesion: Updating the state of the research, Citeseer.

27 Spoonley, P., et al. (2005). "Social cohesion: A policy and indicator framework for assessing immigrant and 

host outcomes." Social Policy Journal of New Zealand 24(1): 85-110.

28 Niessen, J. (2000). Diversity and cohesion: New challenges for the integration of immigrants and minorities, 

Council of Europe.

29 Parekh, B. C. (2000). The future of multi-ethnic Britain: Report of the commission on the future of multi-

ethnic Britain, Profile Books.

30 Spoonley, P., et al. (2005). "Social cohesion: A policy and indicator framework for assessing immigrant and 

host outcomes." Social Policy Journal of New Zealand 24(1): 85-110.
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2.3. Conceptualising migrants and  
methodological challenges 

Making a comparable analysis between high-level (e.g. EU, 
national policies on social, economic, and employment) and 
micro-level (e.g. through sample surveys and interviews) 
information requires care and consistency in the use of 
units of analysis. For instance, a family is often used as a 
unit of study, but the social context of immigrant families 
is complex and not homogeneous. The complexities range 
from a child, adolescent- and adult-specific development, as 
well as, social class, race and gender, and inter-generational 
experiences31. There are also contextual factors of the 
place of origin (e.g. economic, political, cultural, social and 
personal factors) and reception (e.g. integration policies, 
the political climate and the media representations of 
immigrants, and pre-existing ethnic and race relations in host 
societies)32. Locally, there are neighbourhood and school 
contexts (especially for the children and adolescents), and 
the network of relationships that arise in these settings33. 

Moreover, the key indicators associated with social 
integration and cohesion studies have mainly relied on 
quantitative data. However, the relational issues in local 
network and power relations are hard to gauge and measure 
by quantitative data alone. The European Handbook on 
Integration emphasises that, in estimating integration, 

Table 1. Broad-based demographic knowledge about migrant and refugee communities

Source: Spoonley, Peace et al. (2005)

attention should be given to ‘subjective’ or ‘soft’ indicators 
that look at attitudes or perceptions of migrants for instance 
feelings of belonging in a host country. It is recommended 
that interviews with migrants be used to elicit information 
on subjective integration. Such an approach necessitates 
participatory methods, which makes such indicators relevant 
for migrants34. By giving the most attention to economic 
impacts and outcomes, we may run into the risk of paying 
little attention (and depth) for analysing the social quality 
of cohesion.

Cross-cultural research on migrants requires an 
interdisciplinary approach35,36. The processes of migration 
are diverse, and the integration outcomes vary widely. The 
research involves multidisciplinary inputs from economics, 
sociology, anthropology, public health, linguistics, and 
development studies. The language abilities and cultural 
awareness of the research team members are crucial in 
understanding the underlying socio-cultural background 
and culturally sensitive subjects. Without this ‘insider’ 
knowledge, it is difficult to develop a culturally informed 
questionnaire and interview guideline. Lastly, the translated 
material must be carefully tested and piloted to ensure the 
consistency in the meaning of the terms and expressions.

31 Suárez‐Orozco, C. and A. Carhill (2008). "Afterword: New directions in research with immigrant families and 

their children." New directions for child and adolescent development 2008(121): 87-104.

32 Reitz, J. G. (2002). "Host societies and the reception of immigrants: research themes, emerging theories and 

methodological issues." International migration review 36(4): 1005-1019.

33 Suárez‐Orozco, C. and A. Carhill (2008). "Afterword: New directions in research with immigrant families and 

their children." New directions for child and adolescent development 2008(121): 87-104.

Migration status (business, family 
reunification, refugee, returning 
resident)

Mobility within the host country over the first five years

Length of time in the host country Occupation

Existing links to family and friends Labour force participation

Education level Industries worked in

Qualifications Personal income

Health status Population distribution

Languages spoken Location in the host country on arrival

Religious beliefs Home ownership

Telecommunications Household size

Vehicle ownership Household composition

34Niessen, J. and Y. Schibel (2004). Handbook on Integration for Policy-makers and Practitioners, European 

Commission, Directorate-General for Justice, Freedom and Security.

35 Reitz, J. G. (2002). "Host societies and the reception of immigrants: research themes, emerging theories and 

methodological issues." International migration review 36(4): 1005-1019.

36 Suárez‐Orozco, C. and A. Carhill (2008). "Afterword: New directions in research with immigrant families and 

their children." New directions for child and adolescent development 2008(121): 87-104
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3. How FATIMA sought to empower women

In the next sections, we review the four priority areas 
of support for the FATIMA project: language courses, 
mentoring, employability, and civic knowledge and 
engagement (see section 2).

3.1. Language courses

Knowledge of the relevant language of a community is 
seen as a prerequisite for engaging in transactional and 
social exchanges37.  While each migrant’s circumstances 
are different, each is often faced with situations that are 
easier to navigate if the individual can understand the 
host country’s language. For example, migrants need to 
find a place to live, employment, navigate the welfare 
system, access health care and other social services. 
Additionally, they may need to find information about their 
children’s education system and correspond with their 
children’s school on progress. Besides these functional 
needs, language also acts as a gateway to social relations. 
Migrants benefit from interacting with other parents at their 
children’s school, colleagues in the workplace, greeting 
neighbours or engaging in conversations in public spaces38.

Several European countries have national policies on 
language provision for migrants. The implementation 
varies across countries. Often, the courses are part of civic 
integration programmes. The duration of language courses 
ranges between 200 hours in Luxemburg, 120 in the Flemish 
region, 2000 in Denmark, 300 hours in Austria and Norway, 
and 600 hours in Germany. The target group varies and may 
include refugees, family migrants or labour migrants. The 
courses may be compulsory or voluntary. The contents of 
the courses may be general or focused on a certain subject 
such as work, or civics and cultural orientation about the 
host country. Additionally, the courses take place in different 
settings such as classrooms or loosely structured settings39. 
However, little evaluation research has been conducted on 
the effects of language courses. What little research exists 
focuses on the effect of language courses on labour market 
outcomes. The effect on other aspects besides the labour 
market are largely under researched. 

Regarding effects on labour market integration, a  
positive impact of language proficiency on the probability 
of being employed and earnings has been substantiated 
by economics literature in a variety of contexts including 
the United States40,41, Australia42  and the United Kingdom43. 
The Longitudinal Survey of Immigrants to Canada also 
shows that those with language skills have higher labour 
force participation rate and employment rate. Immigrants 
also frequently identified language problems as a barrier 
to accessing health care44. While available evidence shows 
that language training is important for integration, for it to 
be effective, research reveals some insights to bear in mind 
on the length of the training, the content and follow-up.

37 Nieuwboer, C. and R. van'T Rood (2016). "Learning language that matters: A pedagogical method to 

support migrant mothers without formal education experience in their social integration in Western countries." 

International Journal of Intercultural Relations : IJIR 51: 29.

38 Mallows, D. (2014). Language issues in migration and integration: perspectives from teachers and learners. 

London, British Council ESOL Nexus.

39 González Garibay, M. and P. De Cuyper (2013). "The evaluation of integration policies across the OECD:  

a review."

40 Borjas, G. J. (1994). "The Economics of Immigration." Journal of Economic Literature 32(4): 1667-1717.

41 Chiswick, B. R. (1991). "Speaking, Reading, and Earnings among Low-Skilled Immigrants." Journal of Labor 

Economics 9(2): 149-170.

42 Chiswick, B. R. and P. W. Miller (1995). "The Endogeneity between Language and Earnings - International 

Analyses." Journal of Labor Economics 13(2): 246-288.

43 Dustmann, C. and F. Fabbri (2003). "Language proficiency and labour market performance of immigrants in 

the UK*." Economic Journal 113(489): 695-717.

44 Haque, Z. (2010). What works with integrating new migrants, Lessons from international Best Practice, 

Runnymede Trust, London.
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3.1.1. The length of the training

Although there is no conclusive evidence on the ‘optimal’ or 
minimum duration of a language course to produce effects 
on the integration of newcomers, evidence from Sweden 
finds that after 500 hours of language training, there is a 
decrease in the positive effects of language training on 
labour market outcomes45,46. Similarly, in Denmark, Clausen 
et al.47 find that on the one hand the language skills acquired 
increase the chances of finding a job but on the other hand, 
attending a language course delays the process of finding 
a job. The researchers call this a ‘lock-in effect’. In the 
short-run, the lock-in effect dominates, as the gains of the 
language skills are only realised in the long-term defined as 
ten years. This suggests that time spent in lengthy training 
courses may be counterproductive as it may preclude the 
early entry into the labour market.

3.1.2. The content

Similarly, there is no consensus on the content of the 
courses. Depending on context, and needs of the migrants, it 
is necessary to consider the educational background of the 
learners and their motivation for learning the language (e.g. 
is their goal to communicate on the street, find a job, interact 
with public and social institutions etc.) It may be necessary 
to have a differentiated approach in the delivery of the 
courses. When evaluating the effects of the courses, the 
evaluation also needs to consider the group composition. 
For example, when assessing proficiency, individuals who 
have no literacy even in their mother tongue may not be 
expected to achieve beyond a certain level of proficiency 
even after the language course48,49.

45 Nieuwboer, C. and R. van'T Rood (2016). "Learning language that matters: A pedagogical method to 

support migrant mothers without formal education experience in their social integration in Western countries." 

International Journal of Intercultural Relations : IJIR 51: 29.

46 Lemaître, G. (2007). "The Integration of Immigrants into the Labour Market."

47 Organisation for Economic Co-operation Development (OECD) (2007). Jobs for Immigrants (Vol. 1):  

Labour Market Integration in Australia, Denmark, Germany and Sweden, OECD Publishing.

48 Council of Europe (2018). Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning,  

Teaching, Assessment 

49 González Garibay, M. and P. De Cuyper (2013). "The evaluation of integration policies across the  

OECD: a review."

Participatory methods of teaching are preferred. Under 
this approach, individuals learn about things that matter 
to them and are relevant to their daily life. Individuals are 
also encouraged to interact with others, especially with 
individuals from the host community, and these interactions 
challenge and reinforce the learning process. This approach 
requires a conducive environment and an instructor that  
can ably create an environment where participation of  
the learners shapes the content, speed and activities of  
the course50.

It is more useful if the language training is linked to labour 
market needs as employers prefer high-quality language 
provision over a short period. Certificates of completion 
that are in a format recognised by employers and other 
institutions are useful to allow participants to access jobs  
or further training opportunities51,52 .
 
The CEFR provides a useful framework for language 
proficiency assessment. The CEFR designed by the Council 
of Europe is a guideline to describe what learners of foreign 
languages should have achieved at a specified level. It 
provides a method for assessing languages. The CEFR 
categorises language proficiency into six reference levels 
(see Table 2) using a series of ‘can do’ descriptors for what 
a learner should be able to do in terms of reading, listening, 
speaking and writing at each level. Language proficiency 
assessments can be designed using indicators based on  
the CEFR self-assessment descriptors53. 

50 Nieuwboer, C. and R. van'T Rood (2016). "Learning language that matters: A pedagogical method to 

support migrant mothers without formal education experience in their social integration in Western countries." 

International Journal of Intercultural Relations : IJIR 51: 29.

51 Lemaître, G. (2007). "The Integration of Immigrants into the Labour Market."

52 Organisation for Economic Co-operation Development (OECD) (2007). Jobs for Immigrants (Vol. 1): Labour 

Market Integration in Australia, Denmark, Germany and Sweden, OECD Publishing.

53 Council of Europe (2018). Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, Teaching, 

Assessment 
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3.1.3. Follow-up

It is important to follow up on the employment outcomes 
of migrants who have undertaken language courses care. 
The effectiveness of language courses in integrating 
migrants depends on measures that support language use 
and learning outside the course, for example, mentoring 
opportunities and interactions with members of the host 
country. For example, an evaluation of German civic 
integration policies found out that the language proficiency 
of 42% of the participants had worsened three years after 
finishing the course due to a lack of contact with native 
German speakers55.

In the countries (notably, Australia, Canada, Denmark, 
Sweden, Germany, Norway and France) where national 
studies have evaluated language courses as a separate 
component of civic integration courses, methodologies 
used include econometric techniques that exploit the 
assignment rules of the courses; duration analysis; 
descriptive data analysis; and qualitative methods such  
as interviews.  

These evaluations examined the following measures: 

• The uptake rate (i.e. average number of lessons 
attended out of the maximum lessons possible) 

• Language proficiency
• Employment status and earnings (i.e. whether  

migrants have a job)

Of the non-state programs, the IDEAL (Integrating 
Disadvantaged Ethnicities through Adult Learning) 
programme is instructive as it is one of the few evaluated 
programmes whose beneficiaries were women. The 
programme was a two-year European project aimed to 
support non-western migrant mothers without previous 
formal education to achieve social integration in the 
Netherlands (Hague) and Sweden (Malmö). The programme 
focussed on effective communication with family and 
others, health and caring, parenting and participation in 
society. The programme took a participatory approach 
to adult learning. Evaluation of the programme was done 
through focus group interviews, weekly progress reports of 
the facilitators, and individual language assessments using 
indicators based on the Common Framework Reference for 
Languages (CEFR). The study demonstrates the usefulness 
of a participatory approach that focuses on topics that 
matter most and have an impact on day to day life of 
the participants. It also demonstrates the suitability of a 
qualitative evaluation approach to elicit the experiences  
of participants56.

55 González Garibay, M. and P. De Cuyper (2013). "The evaluation of integration policies across the OECD:  

a review."

56 Nieuwboer, C. and R. van'T Rood (2016). "Learning language that matters: A pedagogical method to 

support migrant mothers without formal education experience in their social integration in Western countries." 

International Journal of Intercultural Relations : IJIR 51: 29.
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Un
de

rs
ta

nd
in

g

Listening I can recognise familiar 
words and very basic phrases 
concerning myself, my family  
and immediate concrete 
surroundings when people  
speak slowly and clearly. 

I can understand phrases and 
the highest frequency vocabulary 
related to areas of most 
immediate personal relevance 
(e.g. very basic personal and 
family information, shopping, 
local area, employment). I can 
catch the main point in short, 
clear, simple messages  
and announcements. 

I can understand the main 
points of clear standard speech 
on familiar matters regularly 
encountered in work, school, 
leisure, etc. I can understand 
the main point of many radio 
or TV programmes on current 
affairs or topics of personal 
or professional interest when 
the delivery is  relatively slow 
and clear. 

Reading I can understand familiar 
names, words and very  
simple sentences, for  
example on notices and  
posters or in catalogues. 

I can read very short, simple 
texts. I can find specific, 
predictable information in sim
ple everyday material such as 
advertisements, prospectuses, 
menus and timetables and I  
can understand short simple  
personal letters.

I can understand texts 
that consist mainly of high 
frequency everyday or job-
related language. I can 
understand the description  
of events, feelings and wishes  
in personal letters. 

Sp
ea

ki
ng

Spoken 
Interaction 

I can interact in a simple way 
provided the other person is 
prepared to repeat or rephrase 
things at a slower rate of 
speech and help me formulate 
what I'm trying to say. I can ask 
and answer simple questions in 
areas of immediate need or on 
very familiar topics. 

I can communicate in simple 
and routine tasks requiring a 
simple and direct exchange of 
information on familiar topics 
and activities. I can handle very 
short social exchanges, even 
though I can't usually understand 
enough to keep the conversation 
going myself. 

I can deal with most situations 
likely to arise whilst travelling in 
an area where the language is 
spoken. I can enter unprepared 
into conversation on topics that 
are familiar, of personal interest 
or pertinent to everyday life 
(e.g. family, hobbies, work,  
travel and current events).

Spoken 
Production 

I can use simple phrases and 
sentences to describe where I 
live and people I know. 

I can use a series of phrases and 
sentences to describe in simple 
terms my family and other 
people, living conditions, my 
educational background and my 
present or most recent job. 

I can connect phrases in a 
simple way in order to describe 
experiences and events, my 
dreams, hopes and ambitions. 
I can briefly give reasons and 
explanations for opinions and 
plans. I can narrate a story or 
relate the plot of a book or film 
and describe my reactions. 

W
rit

in
g

Writing I can write a short, simple 
postcard, for example sending 
holiday greetings. I can fill in 
forms with personal details, 
for example entering my 
name, nationality and address  
on a hotel registration form. 

I can write short, simple notes 
and messages relating to 
matters in areas of immediate 
needs. I can write a very simple 
personal letter, for example 
thanking someone  
for something. 

I can write simple connected 
text on topics which are familiar 
or of personal interest. I can 
write personal letters describing 
experiences and impressions.

Table 2. CEFR language levels
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Un
de

rs
ta

nd
in

g

Listening I can understand extended 
speech and lectures and 
follow even complex lines of 
argument provided the topic 
is reasonably familiar. I can 
understand most TV news and 
current affairs programmes. 
I can understand the majority 
of films in standard dialect.

I can understand extended 
speech even when it is not 
clearly structured and when 
relationships are only implied 
and not signalled explicitly. 
I can understand television 
programmes and films without 
too much effort.

I have no difficulty in 
understanding any kind of 
spoken language, whether 
live or broadcast, even when 
delivered at fast native speed, 
provided I have some time to 
get familiar with the accent.

Reading I can read articles and reports 
concerned with contemporary 
problems in which the writers 
adopt particular attitudes or 
viewpoints. I can understand 
contemporary literary prose.

I can understand long and 
complex factual and literary 
texts, appreciating distinctions 
of style. I can understand 
specialised articles and longer 
technical instructions, even 
when they do not relate to 
my field.

I can read with ease virtually all 
forms of the written language, 
including abstract, structurally 
or linguistically complex texts 
such as manuals, specialised 
articles and literary works.

Sp
ea

ki
ng

Spoken 
Interaction 

I can interact with a degree 
of fluency and spontaneity 
that makes regular interaction 
with native speakers quite 
possible. I can take an active 
part in discussion in familiar 
contexts, accounting for and 
sustaining my views.

I can express myself fluently 
and spontaneously without 
much obvious searching 
for expressions. I can use 
language flexibly and effectively 
for social and professional 
purposes. I can formulate ideas 
and opinions with precision and 
relate my contribution skilfully 
to those of other speakers.

I can take part effortlessly in 
any conversation or discussion 
and have a good familiarity 
with idiomatic expressions and 
colloquialisms. I can express 
myself fluently and convey 
finer shades of meaning 
precisely. If I do have a problem 
I can backtrack and restructure 
around the difficulty so 
smoothly that other people are 
hardly aware of it.

Spoken 
Production 

I can present clear, detailed 
descriptions on a wide range 
of subjects related to my field 
of interest. I can explain a 
viewpoint on a topical issue 
giving the advantages and 
disadvantages of  
various options.

I can present clear, detailed 
descriptions of complex 
subjects integrating sub-
themes, developing particular 
points and rounding off with an 
appropriate conclusion.

I can present a clear, smoothly-
flowing description or 
argument in a style appropriate 
to the context and with an 
effective logical structure 
which helps the recipient 
to notice and remember 
significant points.

W
rit

in
g

Writing I can write clear, detailed text 
on a wide range of subjects 
related to my interests. I 
can write an essay or report, 
passing on information or 
giving reasons in support of 
or against a particular point 
of view. I can write letters 
highlighting the personal 
significance of events 
and experiences.

I can express myself in clear, 
well- structured text, expressing 
points of view at some length. 
I can write about complex 
subjects in a letter, an essay 
or a report, underlining what I 
consider the salient issues. I 
can select style appropriate to 
the reader in mind.

I can write clear, smoothly-
flowing text in an appropriate 
style. I can write complex 
letters, reports or articles 
which present a case with 
an effective logical structure 
which helps the recipient 
to notice and remember 
significant points. I can  
write summaries and  
reviews of professional  
or literary works.
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3.2. Mentoring

Mentoring is one of the critical components of the 
empowerment and integration projects that help new and 
recent migrants and refugees to settle in and improve their 
chances of participation in the host communities (projects 
FORWARD, WEIP, WEMIN, INTEGR8, and ENoMW)57.  From 
practical information on accessing health and social 
benefits to the knowledge of host culture and customs, 
mentors can provide valuable and timely assistance to the 
newly arrived. The mentoring relationships could develop 
quickly if the mentor speaks the same language or share the 
same ethnic or religious background. A bicultural mentor can 
become a conduit for all three levels of social connection 
(bridges, bonds and links) as seen in Figure 1. For instance, 
“[a]n acculturated mentor can act as [a] fount of information 
about the new cultural rules of engagement”58. Being both 
bicultural and bilingual, but also well-established within the 
local community, a mentor could provide tangible help such 
as accompanying and interpreting in medical appointments 
as well as informed guidance and advice on job and housing 
searching. Through their acquaintance and relationship, 
mentees can also access and participate actively in the  
host society’s socio-cultural milieu.

Mentors can also serve as a role model59. By sharing the 
personal experiences and knowledge, the newly arrived 
can aspire to become one day a leader and a mentor to 
others. This notion of transformation from migrant to local 
integration expert is a common feature of many migrant 
women empowerment and integration projects in the EU 
(project INTEGR8). As a comprehensive integration model, 
such programmes seek to support migrant women not by 
doing to or doing for them, but by doing together as co-
owners of community stakeholders. Although the benefits 
are many, one-to-one coaching can be intensive and time-
constraining as a project intervention tool60. Due to the time-
bound budget and relatively short life cycle of integration 
projects, the level of care and intensity of support are often 
high during the project, but quickly reduce (or completely 
stop) after the project ends. There is no systematic review 
conducted yet on assessing the post-intervention impacts  
of mentoring of the project beneficiaries.

3.3. Employability

There is a large body of research work on employability and 
career development of migrants.  Tharmaseelan, Inkson 
et al61. distinguishes two phases of career development 
of immigrants: career before and after migration. They 
argue that immigrants’ career is predicated on various 
aspects of their lives before migration such as their home 
country qualifications and career success, and the level of 
aspiration. They propose several theoretical perspectives 
to explain the career outcomes in the host countries.

• Human capital perspective (pre)
• Motivation perspective (pre)
• Social integration perspective (post)
• Career self-management perspective (post)

57 See FORWARD here; WEIP here; WEMIN here; INTEGR8 here; and ENoMW here.

58 Suárez‐Orozco, C. and A. Carhill (2008). "Afterword: New directions in research with immigrant families  

and their children." New directions for child and adolescent development 2008(121): 87-104.

59 Ibid

60 Roffman, J. G., et al. (2003). "Facilitating positive development in immigrant youth." Community youth 

development: Programs, policies, and practices: 90-117.

These perspectives help address questions such as 
“What are migrants’ careers and human capital like before 
migration?”; “Why do they decide to migrate?”; “How do they 
integrate in the new culture?”; “What new behaviours do 
they use to develop their careers in the host country?”.

Career ‘success’ consists of extrinsic (objective) and 
intrinsic (subjective) components. Objective standards 
of career success relate to job rank and status, pay, and 
promotion62. Subjective evaluation depends on self, positive 
interpretation of one’s career development and 
motivation63. Also, related to the previous section, language 
ability and education are key career success predictors64,65. 
Other studies suggest that self-reported and rated language  
ability (in this case English) at the time of their arrival 
provided an adequate measure of an individual’s  language 
competency66,67.

61Tharmaseelan, N., et al. (2010). "Migration and career success: testing a time-sequenced model."  

Career Development International 15(3): 218-238.

62 Lau, V. P. and M. A. Shaffer (1999). "Career success: the effects of personality." Career Development 

International 4(4): 225-231.

63 Khapova, S., et al. (2007). "A reexamination of the subjective career concept is timely, given the econo." 

Handbook of career studies: 114.

64 tion of the subjective career concept is timely, given the econo." Handbook of career studies: 114.

65 Leslie, D. and J. Lindley (2001). "The impact of language ability on employment and earnings of Britain’s 

ethnic communities." Economica 68(272): 587-606.

66 Shameem, N. (1998). "Validating self-reported language proficiency by testing performance in an 

immigrant community: The Wellington Indo-Fijians." Language Testing 15(1): 86-108.

67 Marian, V., et al. (2007). "The Language Experience and Proficiency Questionnaire (LEAP-Q): Assessing 

language profiles in bilinguals and multilinguals." Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research 50(4): 

940-967.
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Other researchers investigated the barriers to employment, 
but in particular, the issues of under-employment 
distinguished two kinds of reputation that migrant workers 
in Italy relied upon when entering the labour market. The 
first is personal reputation derived from an individual's 
specific experiences (as in curriculum vitae). Here, the 
education level was significant – the employers considered 
education level as an indirect signal of workers productivity. 
The second one relied on migrant networks, or interpersonal 
links that connected migrants with ‘older’ [more established] 
migrants and non-migrants [local, native]69.

However, one of the key barriers faced by migrant women 
was the validation of their work experiences from their 
country of origin. Unfortunately, their talent and (academic 
and professional) certifications are systematically 
unrecognised (project FORWARD). Coupled with the 
challenges of language learning, migrant women may 
experience low self-esteem and feeling of loss from non-
validation of all their previously acquired competencies. The 
difficulties of validating the certificates obtained from the 
country of origin often oblige the immigrants to enrol into 
vocational or academic training in the host country. Even 
after gaining the new competencies in the host country, 
however, people with visible (biological, cultural or religious) 
indication as a minority could face discrimination70.

Lastly, besides immigrant’s motivation, initiatives, and 
entrepreneurship, the career success and integration also 
depend on the labour market conditions and immigration 
policies and regulations. For instance, some government 
policies and programmes help assist immigrant settlement 
and inclusion by providing language training and 
counselling71. In other cases, some non-profit organisations 
and private businesses cater to migrants’ settlement 
assistance alongside the government agencies.

3.4. Civic engagement

In European countries with national integration policies, 
civic content is a component of the overall civic integration 
policies. Consequently, most studies on integration assess 
the components – social orientation courses, vocational 
training, and language courses – together. As such, it is not 
possible to disentangle the effect of distinct components72. 
As noted in the preceding section, of all the components, 
language training is the component that has been studied as 
a distinct component and the one that has been the focus of 
most studies. Nevertheless, although the issue of language 
acquisition receives the most attention, existing research 
based on interviews with migrants shows that broader 
cultural knowledge is important for the integration process. 
Knowledge of national and local procedures, customs, local 
services, where to go for advice, rights and responsibilities 
are all considered important aspects of daily living by 
migrants73,74.

Regarding content, course components include fundamental 
elements of the constitution, such as respect for human 
rights, the functioning of the political system including 
opportunities for political and civil society participation, 
gender equality and children’s rights. Practical elements 
such as the healthcare, education and welfare systems 
as well as national customs are also important. It is 
recommended that discussions on values are framed as 
“a common endeavour in which both newcomers and the 
receiving society strive to meet the standards set by the 
country’s norms and rules”75. It is also optimal that civic 
orientation is conducted soon after a migrant’s arrival rather 
than a later stage. Combining civic content with language 
teaching can also provide relevant and interesting content 
for language classes76.

69 Ibid

70 Castles, S., et al. (2002). "Integration: Mapping the field." Home Office online report 29(03): 115-118.

71 Reitz, J. G. (2002). "Host societies and the reception of immigrants: research themes, emerging theories and 

methodological issues." International migration review 36(4): 1005-1019.

72 González Garibay, M. and P. De Cuyper (2013). "The evaluation of integration policies across the OECD: a 

review."

73 Ager, A. and A. Strang (2008). "Understanding integration: A conceptual framework." Journal of refugee 

studies 21(2): 166-191.

74 Haque, Z. (2010). What works with integrating new migrants, Lessons from international Best Practice, 

Runnymede Trust, London.

75 Niessen, J. and Y. Schibel (2004). Handbook on Integration for Policy-makers and Practitioners, European 

Commission, Directorate-General for Justice, Freedom and Security.

76 Ibid



FAT I M A R E P O RT 1 9

The scale used by the IDEAL programme (refer to section 
three for a description of the IDEAL programme) can serve 
as a useful framework for measuring the participation 
of migrants in society. The scale was developed based 
on experiences from participatory approaches to adult 
education in the Netherlands. Under this scale, participation 
is categorised into three levels with corresponding 
indicators. At basic level participation includes the ability  
to visit professions such as doctors or educators and  
public facilities such as libraries or sports facilities.  

Table 3. Levels of participation in society

Source: Nieuwboer and van'T Rood (2016)

2 Levels of Participation
Participation Level 1:
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

The competence to visit schools and to talk about the performance of their children without an  
interpreter (either a child or someone else.)

The competence to visit doctors without an interpreter (either a child or someone else). 

The competence to make use of public transport without any assistance, and/or to undertake 
leisure activities.

The competence to visit public facilities (like libraries, sport facilities, leisure facilities, cultural facilities 
like for instance museums, municipal authorities, insurance companies, etc.) without any assistance.

The competence to travel to other shopping areas then those in their own vicinity, without any assistance.

Participation Level 2:

1.

2.

3.

The competence to undertake voluntary activities, like the care for sick/disabled family, neighbours,  
or friends.

Or the competence to undertake voluntary activities in the own neighbourhood, like providing support  
to street festivals, or taking care for collective facilities. 

Or the competence to undertake internships or voluntary activities in school, health centres, sports clubs, 
libraries, shops, nursing homes, cultural centres, etc.

Participation Level 3:

1.

2.

3.

The competence to work in the business of a family member.

Or the competence to work for a salary in a (part-time) job.

Or the competence to start an business venture.

At the intermediate level, participation indicators include the 
ability to participate in voluntary activities or neighbourhood 
events. The indicators for participation at an advanced level 
include the ability to maintain a job77 (Table 3).

77 Nieuwboer, C. and R. van'T Rood (2016). "Learning language that matters: A pedagogical method to 

support migrant mothers without formal education experience in their social integration in Western countries." 

International Journal of Intercultural Relations : IJIR 51: 29.
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4. Review Methodology

4.1. Evaluation design and sampling frame

This evaluation used a mixed-methods approach that 
combined both qualitative and quantitative assessments. 
A sample of participants was selected for quantitative 
interviews. The quantitative component quantified the pre-
programme characteristics of the programme participants, 
exploring trends, differences and associations between 
the programme and outcomes. A sample of participants 
was also selected for qualitative interviews. Qualitative 
interviews were carried out with the purposely chosen 
individuals to provide a deeper understanding of the 
context and situation of participants. The benefit of 
qualitative interviews was that they allowed us to gather 
in-depth information from the respondent – helping us 
to try to understand the reasons behind some of the 
trends uncovered by the quantitative data but for which 
the quantitative evidence is unable to provide insights. 
The interviews allowed us to understand the mechanisms 
around integration and also offer a richer understanding 
of the situation through individuals’ stories that show how 
these mechanisms play out in individuals’ experiences.

Our research design is based on the structure of the 
FATIMA project intakes. The first cohort began around 
February, March and April 2018 and completed their 
programme a year later (i.e. Feb-Apr 2019). The second 
cohort started in January 2019 and completed their  
course in December 2019.

For the first-year cohort beneficiaries, we conducted one 
focus group session and two semi-structured interviews 
with purposely selected participants. We requested our local 
partner organisations (Baytree, U.K.; Panorama, Poland; 
Senara, Spain; and Sursum, Slovenia) to invite six to eight 
first-year beneficiaries to participate in the focus group 
discussion, and two respondents for the semi-structured 
interviews. We conducted the first data collection at Baytree 
in London, U.K. on November 6, 2018. The group discussion 
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and activities were video-recorded for the training purposes 
for the rest of the EU partner organisations. With the 
video training material and detailed guidelines, the EU 
partners conducted the focus group and semi-structured 
assessments respectively. Following are a summary  
of the data collection methods and findings of the  
anonymised transcripts.

For the second-year cohort participants, we visited all four 
partner organisations in April 2019 to support with the 
assessment activities but also to observe and ask questions 
directly to the FATIMA beneficiaries. We followed the same 
qualitative assessment methods as above, but with the 

addition of individual (closed-ended) surveys. A total of 88 
women across all four countries responded to the survey 
questionnaire (12 in Poland, 13 in Slovenia, 30 in Spain 
and 33 in the United Kingdom). The design of the survey 
questionnaire was informed by the literature review. Besides 
the data collection purpose, the consultant visits also helped 
spread and communicate the successes and challenges 
that each organisation faced between the organisations.
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4.2. Data collection and analysis

4.2.1. Qualitative data

We collected information on beneficiaries’ situation before 
enrolment in the programme, their current knowledge and 
engagement in their community and social network, their 
experience of the programme thus far, and their aspirations 
after completing the programme.

We conducted three group activities – community mapping 
(for the cohort-1) and social network mapping (for the 
cohort-2), programme ranking, and group discussion on 
aspirations – to understand their individual and collective 
integration processes.

4.2.2. Quantitative data

All women in cohort-2 (a total of 88 participants, “the 
surveyed sample”) were asked to respond to a baseline 
survey at the start of the program and an end-line survey  
at the end of the program. The surveys contained questions 
on the women’s demographic background, experiences 
prior to migration and questions to assess all aspects of 
the services provided by the project namely, language, 
mentoring and civic engagement. 

4.3. Limitations

The non-random selection and small sampling size have not 
allowed us to generalise or to assume representation of the 
migrant women’s experience in general (Tables 4 and 5). 
However, the descriptive statistics from the quantitative 
survey have enabled us to obtain some indicative, though 
not conclusive, understanding of the progress made by 
the women by comparing their experiences at the start 
of the project and at the end of the project. In addition, 
our findings from the qual itative data enable us to trace 
back through their recalls and look forward through their 
aspirations to yield valuable insights on their life and 
integration trajectories. 

Table 4. Focus group sessions’ sample size and characteristics

Cohort-1 Baytree, UK Panorama, PL Senara, ES  Sursum, SL 

No. participants  7 4  8  9

Age (mean)  34 36  33  35

Age (min-max)  24-43 28-41 25-45 21-54

Cohort-2 

No. participants  9  4  8  10 

Age (mean)  39  36 33 37 

Age (min-max)  26-52 28-41 25-45 30-45
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5. Findings

5.1. FATIMA beneficiaries’ background

The FATIMA participants came from various countries 
and regions in the world including Africa (Eritrea, Guinea-
Conakry, Somalia), Asia (China), Eastern Europe (Belarus, 
Ukraine) and Latin America (Brazil, Dominican Republic, 
Ecuador, Mexico, Venezuela).

While the ethnic diversity of the FATIMA project participants 
indicates a broad reach into the migrant and immigrant 
communities in the four countries, each organisation also 
had strong participation from specific ethnic groups. For 
instance, the majority of the beneficiaries at Panorama in 
Poland were Eastern European, at Senara in Spain were 
Asian, and at Sursum in Slovenia were Latin American. 
The specificity of these ethnic group formations will be 
explained more in detail in the sections that follow below.

On average, the women were in their early and mid-thirties of 
age, and many of them were married (74% of the surveyed 
sample) and lived with their husband and children.The 
length of time that the women have been in the countries 
varies from country to country. On average, the women in 
Spain and the UK had been in those countries for longer (8.6 
and 5.8 years respectively) as compared to Slovenia and 
Poland (2.3 and 1.7 years respectively). 

The wide range in the length of time spent in the country 
seems to suggest that there is a need for both short- and 
long-term language learning and training for the immigrants 
in the project countries.

Table 5. Quantitative survey sample size and characteristics (“The surveyed sample”)

Figure 2

Baytree, UK Panorama, PL Senara, ES  Sursum, SL 

No. participants  33 12  30  13 

Age (mean)  39  35  38 38 

Age (min-max)  29-53 26-50 20-63 24-54

MarriedOther

74%

26%

Respondents by 
marital status
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Figure 3. Average age of respondents by country

Figure 4. Average length of stay in country (years)



FAT I M A R E P O RT 2 5

5.2. Community mapping and discussion (cohort-1)

For the community mapping activity, each woman drew and 
wrote the places of interests on a large sheet of paper such 
as their home, the FATIMA project organisation, or anywhere 
they go regularly or sometimes for a particular occasion. 
Some women included places of work and how they 
travelled to these locations, which indicated their knowledge 
and usage of public transportation or having access to 
driving.

All four cities where the partner organisations operate – 
London (Baytree, UK), Ljubljana (Sursum, Slovenia), Madrid 
(Senara, Spain) and Wrocław (Panorama, Poland) – have 
extensive networks of public transportation. The women 
living in the bigger cities such as London and Madrid had a 
thorough knowledge of the various routes and accurately 
explained the connections and transfers to move across the 
city. For instance, the participants in Baytree described their 
maps and bus routes: 

Respondent 7: I live in Streatham and in my area, I can 
find different areas in my community […] When I need  
to go to other place, I take the bus 225, 109 […]

Respondent 3: I live in Camberwell […] My job [is 
in] Tooting – by bus, 155. In Tooting I change, 144, 
sometimes 77. [Baytree, November 2018]

Many of the participants who lived close by the city centre 
had access to most of their amenities in walking distance. 
In Madrid, for example, one of the FATIMA women in Senara 
explained the central services that she had access to in her 
neighbourhood:

The library, the cultural centre and the healthcare centre 
is near of my street [sic]. In my neighbourhood there are 
many stores: a pharmacy, coffee shops and also a bank. 
I live near the underground, line three […] I was at hospital 
[…] It takes 15 minutes walking. [Respondent 7, Senara, 
December 2018]

Similarly, the proximity to all amenities including local and 
ethnic groceries and restaurants in London makes living 
in the neighbourhood much easier for many women. The 
women in Baytree explained how accessible living in their 
neighbourhood is for them:

Respondent 5: I live in Stockwell. There is Lidl, Iceland. I 
go to Mosque by walk.  Shops, school, park, only by walk… 
all my area… School, five minutes from my house… all by 
walk…. library… Sunday market… only by walk!

Respondent 4: I live in Brixton.  Shopping and 
supermarkets in my area.  To go by train from the centre 
I go by walk. It’s two minutes from my home, and the 
gym is in Brixton.  It’s just ten minutes from my home, 
by walk.  It’s better for me.  And Brixton is near to an 
Eritrean restaurant. Eritrean restaurant is good! [Baytree, 
November 2018]

While the comparatively smaller cities of Ljubljana and 
Wrocław may not have the specialised products and 
services for smaller ethnic communities, they offer a more 
relaxed and natural environment that are conducive to a 
healthy lifestyle. For instance, in Ljubljana, most people 
cycle in and around the city and there are parks, mountains 
and the sea within an hour and a half by car distance.

I live in downtown. The church is very important, as well 
the Smarna Gora mountain near Ljubljana. Green areas 
everywhere. There is Hofer near my house. People, my 
neighbours. Animals, many people go for a walk with their 
dog. [Respondent 2, Sursum, December 2018]

There is also the charm and character that a smaller city 
has that a bigger and more densely populated city would 
not have. A Ukrainian woman in Panorama compared her 
perspectives of the two urban cities.

There are also two parks. I’m pleasantly surprised that 
there are many parks in Wrocław, and all of them are well 
kept. I’ve even seen a deer once! I came from Kiev where 
we have many parks too, but they are of a different kind. 
Kiev is a large city, and Wrocław is very cosy. Before we 
came here, I would never think that I would like to live in 
a smaller city. We are very happy that we live in Wrocław. 
[Respondent 1, Panorama, December 2018]
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For the mothers of children, the major places of interests 
in their maps centred around their children and the places 
that they frequent. Specifically, schools, kindergartens, 
parks, libraries, and family attractions such as the zoo and 
aquarium featured in their maps.

Respondent 2: Yes [I go to the city library]! I read a lot 
to my children. We also go to another library, the one in 
Rynek. The creche and the kindergarten – I go there every 
day, of course. Fitness club. Pepco, Lidl and Biedronka 
[supermarkets]. Hert [chain of bakeries] – next to my 
house and another one in Rynek – we like to go there and 
have coffee and cake, the children eat ice cream. […] And 
the zoo – I have a yearly pass because I like to go there 
often with my youngest daughter who’s two years old. In 
the summer we used to go more often.

Respondent 4: I live in a small town Długołęka, which is 
15 kilometres from Wrocław city centre. It’s small, but 
comfortable. five minutes to school, ten minutes or even 
less to work, by bike. After school kids go to GOK [local 
cultural centre], they dance. Son also wants to learn 
guitar. At school he does judo. Everything is very near. 
Kids go to school on their own – no problem  
for me. Park is next to the house. [Panorama,  
December 2018]

Beyond the descriptive nature of the mapping exercise 
that captured the places of interests and their mobility, the 
women also reflected on the difficulties, challenges and 
perspective of their current life situations. Looking at their 
maps, some of the women realised their relative presence 
(or absence) in the spheres and hubs of cultural and social 
activities. A woman from Panorama recalled:

My life looks sad: [toy] shop, [another toy] shop, 
kindergarten… It’s clear from this that I am a mother 
of a small child. [laugh] When he’s in kindergarten I 
sometimes like to go to the city centre and have some 
rest, have a coffee with a friend. Because typically 
all my days are like this film, “Groundhog Day”. So, in 
order to have some change I go to Rynek. Sometimes 
I also go to a fitness club. I’ve also drawn two parks 
and several playgrounds where I go with my child. 
[Respondent 3, Panorama, December 2018]

This reflection prompted another woman from the focus 
group to explain how she saw her life situation and the 
changing priorities as a mother of a child.

There are good and bad sides to everything. Everyone has 
their priorities, for example I would like to go to a museum 
or to cultural events, but there are always more important 
things to do, such as cleaning or cooking or sewing a dress 
for my child. Especially when you're a stay-at-home mum, 
everyday life makes you forget about everything else. That’s 
why I’m very happy that I’m in this [FATIMA] project, because 
it forced me to go out, we had excursions and other events. 
[Respondent 1, Panorama, December 2018]

The fact that the women are the main carer of children is 
nothing surprising, but how the FATIMA project allowed 
these women who are isolated by social circumstances 
(as immigrants with limited economic opportunities) and 
gendered expectations (as housewives and stay-at-home 
mothers) is a clear and powerful indication that the project 
is supporting the women to reach beyond their roles and 
expectations within the confines of the household. After 
hearing her friend’s comment, the woman who pointed out 
her limited routines of life agreed with her friend on how the 
FATIMA project enabled her to step outside of her routine 
and cope with gender norms. She remarked:

But you know, I could even go on an excursion, but what 
should I say to my husband? The fact that I myself want 
to do something like this is not important enough. And 
this way, with the project, I can justify it. [Respondent 1, 
Panorama, December 2018]
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5.3. Social network mapping and discussion (cohort-2)

We used social network mapping to understand the 
relationships and interactions that our project participants 
had in their immediate and distant circles of friends, families 
and acquaintances (i.e. as a proxy for the community). We 
were particularly interested in the frequency and level of 
comfort in using the language(s) – both mother tongue and 
the new host country language – that the participants used 
with the various members of the community. 

The results showed a visual representation of the 
participant’s social network of daily interactions (Figure 
2). The relative distance of social interactions represented 
the frequency of engagements, and the types of lines that 
connected between members indicated the languages of 
communication. For instance, a solid line represents the 
new local language and the dotted line the mother tongue. 
Once each participant completed the mapping activity, the 
group discussion probed the types of relationships and 
associations that the beneficiaries had in their community 
and the challenges that they faced in using the local 
language in their day-to-day relationships.

Mum

Children

GodMyself

OxfamFriends

Policemen

Teacher

Bus driver

My Daughter’s 
Teacher

Job Centre

GP

Nurse

Dentist

Church 
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People

My Children’s 
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People at 
Bus Stop

Me

Figure 5. Examples of social network maps from Baytree, UK
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One of the frequent observations made in Baytree, UK was 
that the FATIMA project women had strong family ties 
and using the mother tongue at home (with their children 
and husbands) was deemed essential for preserving the 
cultural values and heritage. On the other hand, they rarely 
used English amongst family members, but some families 
faced resistance from the younger children who refused to 
speak in their mother’s language but preferred responding 
in English. A woman from Guinea Bissau explained the 
dilemma at home.

If I ask them in Mandinka they understand but they never 
speak it because they don’t want to.  I don’t mind.  When 
I speak to them in my language they understand but they 
never speak it.  They answer in English but I am happy 
because I want to learn English. [Respondent TD, Baytree, 
December 2019]

Although this arrangement may seem convenient and 
advantageous for learning English now, losing the 
opportunity to pass on the culture and language skills to  
the next generation could be a costly one. For this reason, 
some of the respondents insisted on using their native 
language every day, especially to the younger ones,  
because they would forget.
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The FATIMA women mostly used their host language in 
public settings and for accessing services. For instance, 
at Baytree, the mothers who engaged in their children’s 
school or extracurricular activities such as football all had 
to use English with the other mothers and teachers, which 
increased their exposure and opportunities to use English 
more regularly. Also, some of the participants had jobs and 
volunteering work where they would usually speak the local 
language, but the chance to practice speaking during the 
working hours were limited: “[At the voluntary work,] I do 
more work, not talking” (Respondent, Baytree, December 
2019). In Sursum, Slovenia, the FATIMA women faced an 
additional challenge in using Slovene: the possibility of 
using English to communicate with local Slovenians. The 
difficulty of using Slovene at first and the prominence of 
English-speaking Slovenes made some of the respondents 
to fall back in communicating in English rather than Slovene.  
As one of the participants confessed, “I find it hard to 
replace English by Slovene. I think it is a matter of will,  
really wanting [to learn and use Slovene] …” (Respondent, 
Sursum, December 2019). But as women gained more 
confidence through Sursum’s language training, they  
started to feel more comfortable about being  
uncomfortable using Slovene.

Respondent 9: I speak Slovene every day, at least I send  
some text message to my friends.

Respondent 10: At my work. It’s getting better because 
more and more I am able to remember and use words in 
Slovene and no more in English.

Participant 7: Pretend we don’t speak English.  
[Sursum, December 2019] 

Another common theme that was observed across all  
four countries was the appreciation for the FATIMA 
organisations in providing a safe environment to practice  
the new language. The teachers and classmates were 
central links in using the local language according to  
their social network maps. 
 
Many of the FATIMA women in Baytree confided that they do 
not feel nervous or anxious to speak English anymore since 
partaking in the programme.

Coming here first time, I don’t understand anything. [But 
now,] I don’t feel nervous – I am relaxed now. I go out, I go 
myself, I take the train, and the underground. I do (things) 
myself now. [Respondent NH, Baytree, December 2019]
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Reason for Migrating

Family Reunification

Economic Oppotunity

Escaping Conflict

Other

45%

8%

16%

31%

5.4. Motivation/reasons for migration

There were many reasons for migration cited. Joining a 
family member – usually a husband/partner or child – living 
abroad was typical and was cited by participants from 
different countries. Other reasons included forced migration 
due to political factors as well as economic considerations. 
For example, a participant in the Panorama programme 
mentioned leaving her country following the Russian 
annexation of Crimea. A participant in Baytree also escaped 
conflict and moved from Eritrea to the U.K. On the other 
hand, a woman in Slovenia chose to migrate both for work 
and family reasons. From the surveyed sample, the main 
reason for migrating was family reunification (45%) followed  
by economic opportunity (31%).

Poland

1

2

3

4

Slovenia Spain UK

No. of People

5.5. Family and household

Across the four countries, the surveyed sample of  
women live in households with an average number  
of four individuals.

The focus group participants described a diverse range 
of living situations, with a majority living with family under 
different arrangements, e.g. alone with parent, alone with 
husband, with husband and children, with husband, children 
and friends. The children were mostly young, as could be 
inferred from the activities mentioned. A few of the women 
also stated the ages of their children. 

Reasons for 
Migrating

Figure 6

Figure 7. Average Household Size
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Other
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A number of the women’s husbands were already living and 
working in the country before their wives joined them. Family 
dynamics pointed to husbands being important sources of 
support, economic and otherwise, with the latter, according 
to one participant, rendering her need for mentoring 
redundant. Husbands were also mentioned as a source of 
help in the house, as a companion especially in the initial 
days following migration when the participants hardly knew 
anyone in their new country, and as someone to turn to 
when they experienced challenges accessing services or 
ran into unexpected problems (like being trapped in a lift). 
Besides these, husbands also served the role of an authority 
figure. The activities of the FATIMA project had an impact 
on this captured by the comment above on gender norms 
by Respondent three at Panorama (see community mapping 
and discussion section). Her fellow participant’s response, 
though different, also shed some light on the authority  
of husbands: 

Respondent 1: My husband says that I should go out, but 
I don’t always want to do it.

Respondent 3: My husband never says anything like it. 
[Panorama, December 2018]

Besides language training, the FATIMA project also 
promotes cultural, communal and civic engagement.  
In addition to this, we analysed the participants’  
language, work and education profiles through a  
pre and post-FATIMA lens.

5.6. Pre- and post-project conditions

5.6.1. Education

Among the surveyed sample, on average, the women  
had a high level of education before migrating. 41%  
of all respondents had university education, 21%  
had secondary education and only 5% had no  
formal education. 

Highest Level  
of Education  

before Migration

Figure 8
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A focus group participant in Slovenia mentioned that she 
holds a bachelor’s degree – the highest level specified – 
and another in Spain said completing secondary school 
and thereafter, training as a secretary. Regardless of their 
educational level, there was a general concern about 
having their qualifications recognised formally in their 
new countries. One of the participants summarised the 
difficulties involved and made recommendations:

It would be very important to create a nice office where in 
an easy way you can check before coming to Slovenia all 
the documents required for visa or for making your career 
European, to validate it. I found tons and tons of material 
to read and even though when I arrived here I found that 
some documents were missing. Also translations to 
the official language required. [Respondent 8, Sursum, 
December 2018]. 

 
The value of having European qualifications was also 
underscored by a woman at Sursum who had attained a 
qualification while living in another EU country. She thought 
that the qualification would open “some” doors for her. A 
participant in Senara and Baytree emphasised the value of 
EU-recognised qualifications, saying:

I have to try to recognise my studies here in Spain. I know 
it is difficult but not impossible. [Respondent 10, Senara, 
December 2018]

My dream is to continue to my education. Because I 
study childcare. I want to continue to level two and three. 
[Resondent HF, Baytree, November 2019] 
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5.6.2. Language

Among the sampled women, a large proportion of the 
respondents (44%) already speak another language beside 
their native language and the language they are currently 
learning through FATIMA. This includes other EU languages 
like Spanish (mainly by women from Latin American 
countries) or French (some African countries). 

In the focus groups and qualitative interview discussions, 
language training was listed as the most important support 
that FATIMA provides in each of the programmes in the four 
countries. Language was also cited as the most important 
factor for integration as it affected all facets of life, such 
as getting a job, accessing medical services, liaising with 
the school system, and finally, engaging in the cultural and 
social life of their communities. A participant in Panorama 
made the point that improving one’s facility with the local 
language was important for mental health. A summary of 
the myriad benefits that improved language skills offered 
was captured by one participant thus:

I do need the language for my daily life: when shopping at 
the market, pharmacy, etc. Also when ordering something 
to eat in a Café, as well as with my neighbours. And last 
but not least for my job. I believe the language will help 
me to communicate with new people, new friends, get a 
job. [Respondent 1, Sursum, December 2018] 

Many participants credited FATIMA with improving their 
language skills in a supportive and friendly environment 
which accelerated their progress. Respondent one at 
Panorama illustrated this, saying that although she could 
learn Polish anywhere else, it was the communicative and 
safe atmosphere which FATIMA offered that made the 
difference. The same marked improvement was true of this 
participant studying Slovenian:

I did not speak the local language. I actually did know 
nothing about it…Now, since joining the programme, I feel 
more comfortable in speaking and reading, maybe not 
writing.” [Respondent 1, Sursum, December 2018]

And of a Chinese woman in Spain:

I enrolled in the FATIMA Project in October 2018. I feel 
better and more comfortable speaking, reading and 
writing. [Respondent 9, Senara, December 2018]

Current use of the language differed; Respondent  
three at Panorama mentioned that FATIMA is the  
only place she speaks Polish, in contrast with the  
participant below:

Since September 2018 I have decided to enrol in the 
FATIMA Project. I feel I have learnt a lot. I speak Spanish 
at school, when I go shopping, in the Senara Foundation, 
in the park, with the elderly people (which I love). 
[Respondent 10, Senara, December 2018].

Reason for Migrating

Yes No

56%

44%
Languages Spoken 

other than 
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Figure 9
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Some participants, much as they appreciated the language 
training FATIMA offers, had some recommendations, such 
as taking into account the different levels that the class 
members were at, and offering more opportunities for 
speaking practice:

The only thing I would improve of the language lessons is 
the different levels we have or we gain while the training. 
It is difficult for some of them to improve, so far we 
cannot improve with quicker rhythm. [Respondent S1, 
Sursum, December 2018]

Maybe we could practice more “real life” and not that 
much grammar. We focus in grammar rather that 
role-plays. For instance: we all go frequently to the 
supermarket and need that simple vocabulary and to 
repeat it a hundred times if necessary. All in all I am 
satisfied. [Respondent SL-2, Sursum, December 2018]

Language training at FATIMA also offered psychosocial 
benefits, both as a direct result of the interactions with other 
FATIMA project participants, and indirectly, by making the 
process of interacting with wider society in the course of 
their daily activities smoother. Participants felt a greater 
sense of belonging and an increase in their self-confidence 
as their language skills improved. As respondent three at 
Panorama recalled, she thought it would be impossible for 
her to gain any competence in Polish but the project proved 
to her that she was indeed capable of learning and made 
her feel worthy. Two other participants at Baytree echoed 
their sentiments, charting their frustration as a result of not 
knowing the language, to their improved confidence and 
social life after the language training:

Respondent 6: When I came here the first time, very 
frustration for me because I understand nothing. No 
friends.  I rent the room with my husband and my 
daughter: I crying all the time because for me it was 
very hard.  Yes – very hard.  When I start studying 
English – my husband find for me a course for once a 
week for one hour I understand nothing – nothing at 
all about English – not number one – nothing!  I cry!  I 
don’t understand what he’s saying!  My husband say, 
‘Don’t worry – you’re gonna learn!’  Now I have friends…

Respondent 7: The mentor help me because something I 
don’t understand – and I know when I need talk with other 
people the first time I am very nervous – I confusing 
– I can’t talk, but when I talk for example (tapping 
Respondent six on the shoulder) when I don’t know this 
person – I am confused – I don’t have words – I can’t say 
what I need!  But now I feel more confident. [Respondent 
7, Baytree, December 2018]

Both participants also noted that improving their English 
helped ease their access to services, such as healthcare. 
Respondent 7 at Baytree noted that she is now able to make 
appointments for herself and her children and that this has 
increased her confidence overall. Respondent six likewise 
noted that she no longer needs the help of her 8-year old 
child while speaking to the doctor, nor does she even require 
an interpreter, thus making her experience with the doctor 
more comfortable.

The women in London were the only ones who brought up 
challenges understanding different local accents, although 
they commented that they are getting better at it. On the 
other hand, the FATIMA women in Poland had an issue with 
having a 'foreign' accent when speaking in Polish and that 
they were afraid that they would never lose their accent 
(interview with IR, Panorama, December 2019). This issue, 
however, seemed more sensitive to those who were more 
advanced in Polish and who wanted to assimilate perfectly. 
This observation may seem puzzling at first, considering 
that most of the Ukrainian women were advanced in and had 
a solid grasp of Polish. Perhaps, the discrepancy between 
the high language level and the reluctance to accept their 
'foreign accent' comes from the higher education and 
professional background that these women have from 
their host country. For these women, having to conduct an 
ordinary conversation fluently is good but 'not good enough' 
when they want to express themselves fully. In one of the 
interviews, the participant IR explained that there were 
many more things that she would like to say, but she feels 
reluctant even to try because she does not have as extensive 
of vocabulary to explain them in Polish (interview with IR, 
Panorama, December 2019).
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5.6.3. Work experience

Similar to their education profiles, pre-migration work 
experiences differed across industries, with some  
women professionally employed, and others involved  
in entrepreneurship. Among the surveyed sample, the 
majority of the women were working before migration. 
60.5% were in paid and full-time employment. 
By contrast to the pre-migration status where a majority 
of the women were employed, post-migration most of the 
women (64.8%) are unemployed. For these women that are 
working, when asked whether their current job is better than 

the job they had prior to migration, they give an average 
score of 2.9 on a scale of one to five where one is “strongly 
disagree” and five is “strongly agree." When asked about 
whether they believe credentials obtained prior to coming  
to their current countries are equally recognized, the 
responses are roughly equally split between those who 
believe they are not equally recognized (32.9%), those  
who believe they are equally recognized (31.8%) and  
those that are not sure (35.3%).
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The focus group and interview discussions revealed that 
many of the women who were not working were either still 
acquiring the necessary legal documents or focusing on 
improving their language skills before applying for jobs. 
Those few who were employed were not in the sector that 
they had been in their countries of origin and expressed 
doubt that they would find comparable jobs in their new 
countries. The uncertainty about employment prospects 
due to their legal status, expertise with the local language, 
and recognition of their educational qualifications were a 
concern and apparent in the comments below:

My husband works in an international company and he 
says that the HR tend not to even read migrant CV’s. They 
turn towards foreigners only when Polish people don’t 
apply for the job. So I’m afraid that the applications I’m 
sending now are not even taken into account. [Respondent 
3, Panorama, December 2018]

I think this isn’t so much of a problem in Wrocław, 
because there are many foreigners here, but my mum 
lives in Olsztyn [a smaller town] and as an immigrant 
you can’t even get a job at McDonald’s, because the 
employers are not used to dealing with the necessary 
paperwork…In smaller towns they have much less 
experience with immigrants. [Respondent 2, Panorama, 
December 2018]

The most difficult issue is to find a job. I am trying to 
solve it improving my Spanish, seeking jobs on line,  
by the word of mouth, etc. [Respondent 10, Senara, 
December 2018]

When I was in China, I was the Manager of a big store, I 
was working there for 20 years…Right now, I don’t find a 
job like that. I teach Chinese Saturdays and Sundays, and 
I am very happy with it, but I would like to find a similar 
work than the one I had in China…In my country I have 
studied Business and Administration, but I feel I could 
not have the same job as I could have in my country. 
[Respondent 9, Senara, December 2018]

One of the participants linked her success in hearing back 
from potential employers to the advice she received on 
(Polish) word choices in her CV:

My experience is that this week I sent five applications to 
five different Polish IT companies, big and small, and I got 
answers from four of them on the next day, inviting me 
to an interview. But I consulted my CV with a colleague 
who has a job similar to the one I’m applying for. And he 
advised me on the word choice in Polish. [Respondent 2, 
Panorama, December 2018]

Alongside learning the local language, nearly all participants 
listed getting a (good) job as one of their aspirations. Some 
wanted to build on their past experiences such as training 
to become a nurse (one participant who said this, for 
instance, had nursing experience in her country of origin). 
In contrast, others wanted to establish new businesses 
of their own. There was a clear link between the women’s 
aspirations and their professional and personal goals, with 
language competence acting as a bridge in between. The 
participants at Baytree, Senara and Sursum discussed their 
hopes for the future, even mentioning examples of careers 
they would like to pursue. However, this was not the case 
for Panorama. Owing to cultural reasons, the women were 
uncomfortable discussing their future hopes and plans, 
even after the facilitator attempted to prompt them to 
open up. Respondent three explained a tradition in Ukraine 
(where three of the four participants are from) that cautions 
against talking about dreams and plans as doing so mean 
they would not materialise. Further, she explained that it is 
considered inappropriate to say good things about one’s 
self. She observed that these traditions are so embedded 
that they have become a challenge in some settings like  
job interviews, where one is generally expected to share 
such information.
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5.6.4. Comparison of pre and post-project measures

In this subsection, we present the results of a simple 
comparison between selected measures at the start of  
the project (pre-project) and at the end of the project (post-
project). As described in the methodology section (Section 
4), 88 women were selected for two rounds of quantitative 
surveys. These women were asked to answer questions 
designed to measure different aspects related to the 
project’s areas of interventions namely, language,  
mentoring and civic engagement. 

Table 6: Household composition changes between the survey rounds*

Type of household change reported Country of respondent No. of respondents % of all respondents

Birth Spain 1 1%

Death Slovenia 1 1%

Household member moved out Spain 1 1%

New household member moved in Slovenia 1 1%

Union or marriage Spain & Slovenia 2 3%

Moved to new address Spain (3); 
Slovenia(3);
United Kingdom (1) 7 9%

Work related changes Spain 2 3%

*Excludes Poland for which data is unavailable
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Almost all respondents’ household composition and 
employment circumstances remained stable between the 
two survey rounds with the following minor exceptions:

Tables 7 and 8 below show average responses before the 
project and after the project. On average, the women report 
higher responses after the project in all domains.  

It is important to emphasize that the positive differences 
in the means of these indicators is only descriptive and 
it is not an estimate of the effect of the program. Indeed, 
these results should be interpreted with caution for several 
reasons. First, the women could have gotten better at 
answering the survey by the second round. Second, the 
differences could be capturing the effect of other external 
factors or circumstances that could have occurred 
concurrently with the programme. Although, we have shown 
that there were minor household compositional changes, 
there could be other unobservable changes that are driving 
the observed differences.  Third, the means are only for the 
sample of women that responded to the specified question 
in both round One and Two. This sample is non-random. 
For certain questions, some women provided answers in 

the first round but not in the second round or vice-versa 
and these individuals had to be excluded from the analysis. 
For example, for mentoring, the response rate was very 
low, only 18% of the surveyed sample answered questions 
on mentoring. This missing data problem is a challenge. 
It could be that the women that did not provide answers 
in a certain round are not random and there is something 
particularly different that would make their responses 
different from the average respondent. 

It should be noted that the low response rate for mentoring 
was due to the fact that most of the women had not been 
assigned a mentor at the start of the project and were 
assigned one after the project was already underway. This 
signifies that the rapidity of mentor assignment is an area 
that could be improved. An initial assessment as to whether 
a participant needs a mentor could be carried out at the 
start of the project and a match arranged. It is however 
acknowledged that this will depend on the pool of available 
mentors and the matching of mentors’ and beneficiaries’ 
schedules. These and other challenges associated with 
mentoring that emerged from the focus group and interview 
discussions are discussed further in section 5.8.

*Out of a sample of 51 respondents that responded to these questions
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Pre-Project 
Mean

Post-Project 
Mean

Mean 
Difference

No. of 
respondents as 
% of total**

Employment

I know how to find jobs I am interested in  2.444  3.689  1.244  51% 

Feel confident in applying for jobs  3.104  3.771  0.667  55% 

Employers would consider my candidacy 
equally to native applicants

2.646  3.625  0.979  55% 

Language

The language training is useful for my overall 
language learning 

4.612  4.755 ``
0.143  56% 

Feel confident and ease at using the 
language in daily life 

3.74  4.22  0.48  57% 

Can communicate with doctors and access 
health services

3.02  4.08  1.06  57% 

Can read and understand letters from bank, 
local agencies, government 

2.74  4  1.26  57% 

I believe I will soon be able to speak my 
new language well 

4  4.44  0.44  57% 

Mentoring

My mentor understands my background 
and settling down experiences

4.25  4.563  0.313  18% 

Feel comfortable asking for help from mentor  4.188  4.688  0.5  18% 

I find my mentor's advice useful***  3.375  3.688  0.313   

Would continue to communicate with mentor 
after the project ends 

4.625  4.188  -0.438  18% 

General Integration

Know how to use public transport on my own 4.577  4.808  0.231  59% 

I feel I belong in this country  3.654  4.288  0.635  59% 

Table 7: Comparisons of measures at the beginning and at the end of the project*  

*All responses are ranked 1 to 5 where 1 ='strongly disagree'  to 5 'strongly agree' unless indicated otherwise 
**Number of respondents that responded to the question as % of entire sample ***On a scale of 1 to 4 where 1 is 'not useful' to 4 'very useful' 
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5.7. Capacity building and participation in society

5.7.1. Developing competences and  
social inclusion

Despite the training that FATIMA offers and their subsequent 
improvement, for some women language remained a barrier 
to civic and cultural engagement. A woman at Sursum 
captured this well saying that she does not volunteer at all 
but may do so once her competence in Slovenian improves. 
On the other hand, some felt that engaging with their 
community came naturally to them. For instance, a woman 
in Spain indicated that volunteering was easy for her as 
it was common in Morocco, her country of origin. Others 
credited FATIMA with their increased involvement in the 
social life of their communities and a feeling of 'regaining' 
their old personalities. A participant in Slovenia says that 
she "suffered" for two years indoors, alone, before joining the 
FATIMA project. This experience was mirrored by a woman 
in Poland who stated that going out for project activities 
gave her more energy and cause for optimism, and this was 
even reflected in outward appearance as she now had the 
motivation to dress up and wear makeup. 

My life before FATIMA was only at home. I was the whole 
day at home and I am not exaggerating. My house is 
38m2 and the winter was white and cold. From very early 
in the morning until tonight I was indoors, at home…
my little child was small and I thought I couldn’t do 
anything out of the house. The weather was absolutely 
hard. I don't know how I make it, FATIMA gave me a lot, I 
cannot explain how it helped me. [Respondent 3, Sursum, 
December 2018]

I consider myself easy going, simple and friendly. 
However, when I arrived in Slovenia it was pretty hard to 
make friends. I felt the language and culture barrier was 
very high and tough. It was a shock for me. Now it is 
easier. [Respondent 4, Sursum, December 2018]

A woman in Poland pointed to the self-reinforcing benefits 
that an improvement in one’s psychosocial wellbeing can 
yield to others. She reflected that the FATIMA project made 
her realise that she has need to do something for others, 
and being a seamstress, she came up with the idea of 
organising a sewing workshop for the other participants.

Pre-Project Post-Project Difference

% of respondents that can*:

Name at least one public holiday 78% 92% 14%

Name at least one local food 82% 92% 10%

Name at least one news channel or newspaper 71% 94% 24%

Name local MP, Mayor or a national politician 33% 75% 41%

Table 8: Other Measures of Integration 

*Out of a sample of 51 respondents that responded to these questions
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5.7.2. Social and cultural barriers

There were mixed views on the social challenges the women 
encountered as they settled into their respective countries. 
On the one hand, many of the Baytree participants felt 
positively about their neighbours and mentioned ways in 
which they help each other out. They also added that their 
communities were ethnically diverse. However, this was not 
true of everyone; some participants felt that they no longer 
had the same kind of community that was willing to step in 
and make life easier for them as they did in their countries 
of origin. Others suggested that although they were polite 
with their neighbours and vice versa, their relations did 
not extend beyond exchanging pleasantries. Nor was this 
restricted to the U.K.; a participant in Slovenia had nearly 
identical experiences. 

Respondent 5: My country is not the same.  It’s very  
different, because my country, for example my neighbour  
will help you, all place is helping to go to school.  
 
This country, only…your husband or your mum, no  
one helps. Tutor: So there’s no community to help  
you. Respondent 5: No…. It’s not good. [Baytree,  
November 2018]

In general, the women were clear that they did not feel 
discriminated against due to their migrant status and there 
was no mention of xenophobia or racism. However, some of 
the Panorama participants shared experiences that seemed 
to contradict this. This conversation between two women in 
the programme highlights this:

Respondent 3: I’ve noticed another problem among us 
Ukrainians: often Polish people are kinder to Ukrainians 
than Ukrainians are towards each other. When I see a 
Ukrainian on the bus, I don’t start a conversation, I go 
away – because not everyone is nice.
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Respondent 2: When [Polish people] are unkind, it’s 
usually those who are not educated. I’m from Belarus and 
when I speak Russian with my husband, someone might 
hear it and say, “O, those Ukrainians” - and even if I say 
that I’m from Belarus, they insist on us being  
from Ukraine.

Respondent 3: Yes, and it’s meant to be unkind. “Are you 
from Ukraine?” is not a question, but an insult. [Panorama, 
December 2018]

Respondent Two is of the opinion that the unkindness 
from Polish residents is usually out of ignorance. She also 
recounts being physically attacked for speaking a foreign 
language to her child in public, in what readily appears to  
be a xenophobic incident.

Once or twice it happened that I was hit by a drunkard 
because I was speaking Russian to my child. But now my 
child speaks Polish very well and we always speak Polish 
on the bus. My husband also speaks much better Polish. 
When we have to speak Russian in public sometimes, we 
try to do it quietly. Although educated people understand 
this situation very well, they’ll always say “Oh, these are 
immigrants, just like so many Poles who go to work 
in England or Germany”. But less educated people, 
those who have a problem with alcohol, they think that 
for example that we take their jobs. [Respondent 2, 
Panorama, December 2018]

The discussion at Senara revealed more of this apparent 
contradiction where the women say their migrant status 
does not result in any discrimination, but worry about getting 
jobs as foreigners and even, as in the case of the above 
respondent, cope with violence or the threat of violence by 
altering their behaviour, e.g. by not speaking their native 
tongue, instead of expecting better treatment. 

The Senara participants were grateful for the support that 
the government provides to the public but expressed their 
confusion over the legal system. Specifically, they were 
confused that crimes that seemed similar in nature carried 
different sentences. The example cited by one respondent 
was robbery versus grand larceny. In the respondent’s 
native country, in this case China, stealing was stealing 
regardless of the amount. There seems to be a general lack 
of understanding of the legal rights in the new country. 

It is possible that the same dynamic is at play in Poland, 
where the participants’ do not know what rights are owed 
to them even despite their migration status. The Ukrainian 
respondent cited above does not think to demand better 
treatment or report such violence. Instead, her reaction  
was to change her own personal behaviour to avoid  
violent incidents.

The Panorama participants voiced one aspect of their 
migrant status that hindered access to services. They 
observed that specialist doctors are hard to come by in 
Poland, regardless of one’s willingness to pay. While this 
problem was not restricted to them as migrants, for the 
general population it was mitigated by the availability of 
‘insider’ information in their social networks. Being new to 
the country, the women lack this depth of connection, and 
therefore suffer more.  

No, this is how the system [i.e. access to specialist 
doctors] works for everyone. But our problem is that 
we don’t have enough inside information, for example 
a friend who will tell us: “You know, there is this doctor 
who has this small clinic” etc. It’s about having a larger 
circle of acquaintances who can recommend solutions.” 
[Respondent 3, Panorama, December 2018]
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Overall, the women in all four programmes cited different 
challenges in their efforts at social integration and making 
a home of their new country. They had positive opinions 
of their new countries, and even those who had struggled 
initially remarked that things gradually became better, and 
moreover, felt that services were generally of a better quality 
than those in their countries of origin. A participant in 
Panorama mentioned that even when their living conditions 
were difficult, some migrants that she had met still preferred 
life in the new country over their previous homes, where the 
situation was intolerable. Viewed from this angle, integration 
was therefore subjective. A Panorama participant offered 
a concise description of the process of social integration, 
explaining that it could be categorised into two parts: 
internal integration, i.e. the feeling of being at home and 
psychologically settled, and external integration i.e. living in 
comfortable conditions and being able to “fit in”. While the 
women felt that they would likely respond in the affirmative 
to questions about whether they felt safe and “at home” in 
Poland, they did not think it would be possible to completely 
feel relaxed, and would always have a slight feeling of being 
different, even though they were now aware that they would 
be staying in the country for the rest of their lives.

5.8. Mentoring

The respondents had mixed views on mentoring. A number 
of them appreciated it and saw its value, especially where 
the mentor spoke their native language. Their mentors 
provided advice and a fresh outsider’s perspective on their 
lives that they may otherwise not have had. Two participants 
in Poland went as far as describing their mentors as 
motivators and role models. This was similar to respondent 
nine at Baytree who ranked hourly one-on-one mentoring 
sessions as the most helpful support she has received from 
the FATIMA project. Some women, however, did not think 
it was important at the beginning, or understand the need 
for it at all but had since changed their minds, and have 
resumed it or plan to. One respondent in Spain stated her 
preference to have the concept of mentoring explained to 
her first before she would begin the sessions. The views 
on mentoring seemed to vary by country: the Baytree and 
Panorama participants had largely positive views, while it 
was much more mixed perspectives for the Sursum and 
Senara participants. 
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The FATIMA participants brought up at least two factors that 
hindered them from realising the full value of mentoring in 
the project. One was conflict in their schedules versus those 
of their mentors, making the meetings difficult to arrange 
in the first place. Another was language barrier; the women 
did not feel understood by mentors who did not speak their 
native language. 

Due to the above factors, i.e., from schedules to the 
participant’s view of mentoring, the frequency and duration 
of the mentoring sessions varied. One woman in Slovenia 
mentioned meeting her mentor for about half an hour 
once a week, another in Slovenia met hers for 20 minutes 
every two weeks, while a woman in Spain met her mentor 
for two hours every 15 days. And in Poland, the one-hour 
meeting took place every two to three weeks. Baytree had 
the most consistent roster of mentors and dedicated weekly 
mentoring meetings lasting one to two hours per session.

The primary role of mentors is to help improve the 
communication skills of FATIMA participants, but also as 
a befriender, they could help build trust and confidence 
of mentees in meeting new people that would bring long-
lasting impact beyond the remit of the project lifecycle. 
The mentors also provided practical information and 
advice and at times, problem-solving for personal or family 
issues. For instance, it is not uncommon for the mentors 
at Baytree to assist their mentees in finding volunteer work 
opportunities, helping with filling out official forms and 
documents, and even finding a school for mentees’ children 
(Baytree, December 2019). While such a hands-on approach 
is immensely beneficial, it is time- and resource-intensive, 
and it requires a large pool of willing and available mentor 
volunteers that smaller FATIMA organisations could not 
afford to command. Also, there were opposing views from 
the mentees on what they expected from the mentors.

Respondent 4: Mentoring should be something additional 
to the language course. My mentor should review with 
me the subject from the language course and explain me 
things I didn’t understand in the class. She also should go 
with me to the doctors and be my moral support.

Respondent 1: There is a thin line - we should not take 
advantage of our mentors.

Respondent 7: I didn’t really need a mentor, nevertheless, 
she helped me to get a job. I don’t want to bother her  
too much, but I know she can help me. [Sursum, 
November 2019]

The difference in their opinions shows the difference in an 
individual’s needs and sense of independence (wanting to 
be as independent as possible) versus entitlement (willing  
to receive help to alleviate their hardship). Therefore, it 
seems essential for the FATIMA mentorship programme  
to devise individual-based and targeted assessments in 
the course of the programme to help avoid mismatch and 
misallocation of resources.

5.9 Beneficiaries perception of the Project

An essential part of the evaluation approach was to capture 
the beneficiaries’ perceptions of their integration process, 
and thereby giving voice to their issues. The programme 
ranking assessment revealed what activities the FATIMA 
women enjoyed and appreciated the most. Besides 
language training and employment support, creative 
activities and enriching personal experiences through 
outdoors excursions, physical exercises such as yoga and 
dance, as well as cooking and learning local history ensured 
overall improvement and development of personal skills set.
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One of the striking insights from the beneficiaries was 
that they feel valued and welcomed by the staff in FATIMA 
organisations. The sense of welcoming in FATIMA 
organisations repeatedly came up in the interviews and 
group discussions as a cornerstone in their integration 
process. Moreover, the interactions with the teachers 
and mentors gradually help dispel their initial fear and 
anxiousness about learning a new language and developing 
a sense of belonging in the new place. A FATIMA beneficiary 
in Sursum, Slovenia expressed her gratitude to her teacher 
who from the very beginning insisted that Slovene is not 
impossible to learn (Respondent SO, Sursum, December 
2019). By breaking the preconceived idea that “Slovene is 
one of the hardest languages” of which the students have 
been repeatedly told and believed to be true, it changed the 

mind-set of the FATIMA women to embrace the challenge 
and continue their learning journey beyond the programme. 
Another beneficiary in Sursum expressed her optimism at 
the prospect of the graduation from the FATIMA programme.

I think that the first steps are the hardest ones, and  
this programme really helps women like me. From  
now on, I feel much more confident to keep going and  
improve my life here and my hopes now are to improve 
my possibilities.

Now that I learned better the language, I expect that 
new doors will be open for the future. [Respondent YU, 
Sursum, December 2019]
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There were many similar testimonials across the project 
countries. The participants were aware that the learning 
of a new language is a long journey that would take many 
years. In this context, the one-year FATIMA project provided 
an ideal learning environment for the women to improve 
on their self-esteem and receive positive feedback and 
validation from highly supportive teachers and project 
support staff that nurtured the sense of self-worth. Although 
the project did not explicitly tackle the mental wellbeing 
of the beneficiaries, the impact for some women was 
significant. For instance, some of the Baytree beneficiaries 
came to the UK as refugees with very little or no literacy 
background and worse, suffering from depression. By 
regularly attending the language classes and engaging with 
classmates with diverse backgrounds, these women began 
gradually to express themselves not only in English but 
socially and emotionally. Their transformation is remarkable. 
For instance, Aisha (not her real name) is a widow from the 
Middle East, and she fled her war-torn country with her three 
young children to the UK. Despite suffering from trauma 
and severe physical illness for several years, she enrolled 
in FATIMA programme in January 2019. Since then, Aisha 
rekindled her interest in learning English (she holds a degree 
in English Literature) and quickly moved through the English 
as a Second/Foreign Language (ESOL) qualifications. More 
importantly, she is fully engaged and takes part in her local 
community and does volunteer work regularly (interview, 
Baytree, November 2019).

It is perhaps these individual but powerful transformations 
that the FATIMA project could stand firm in their 
commitment to the theory of change. That is, the FATIMA 
women benefit from personal growth, gaining skills, 
confidence and networks to achieve their goals, and  
better integrate into their communities. In one interaction 
at Baytree, a beneficiary asked the language teacher what 
she aspired for the women participants. The teacher’s 
response characterises the ethos adopted by the four 
partner organisations engaged in the FATIMA project.

I want you to be happy. I want you to be proud of 
yourselves. Walk through the streets with a lot of dignity. 
Never ever feeling ashamed that you didn’t go to school 
or work. We had a very sad case. A lady came feeling 
sad, saying “I feel ashamed. I didn’t go to school.” and I 
told her off! I told her, don’t you ever be ashamed. Stand 
erect. You go to the shops. You say ‘I’ve never been to 
school; I need help’. I want to you be just very happy, 
strong, beautiful women that you are, and virtuous. Good 
women. You help this society by your goodness. And you 
do. You are very good women. You have said a lot of very, 
very nice things today, beautiful things. I love to have you 
in this country, I love to feel that you are my friends and 
that is what I want from you. I want you and your families 
to be happy, dignified, good women. And you are. [Tutor, 
Baytree, December 2019]

It was evident from the beneficiaries themselves that this 
ethos from the partner organisations has made all the 
difference for them. Overall the women evidenced their 
satisfaction with the FATIMA project and credited it for being 
invaluable support in navigating the integration process in 
their new countries. It was evident that the beneficiaries 
feel welcome and essential. It was also apparent that 
the participants view the centres as safe havens. Despite 
their often challenging personal circumstances, in the four 
project centres, the women are relaxed and feel the staff 
trust them and are invested in their success. They are known 
(by first names), treated with dignity and cherished by the 
support team, and this has helped their integration process. 
However, a common issue voiced by the beneficiaries was 
the impending end of support after the project. For example, 
most of the respondents valued the language training 
they had received from FATIMA, but they regretted that it 
would come to an end soon and wished it was possible to 
continue their language development. This concern points 
to the need for continued support for migrant women. 
Although the limited funding for the project is a challenge, 
the first-year cohort had taken the initiative to continue their 
involvement with the partner organisations. For example, 
in Sursum in Slovenia, the women organised workshops 
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based on their skills. One of the alumnae held Latin dancing 
to help continue the friendships and social engagements. 
In Baytree, in the United Kingdom, some of the women 
that were part of the language literacy courses are now 
volunteering as translators for Baytree translating from their 
native languages to English. In this way, they are not only 
continuing the friendships and networks built through the 
project, but they are also contributing and giving back to  
the community.

6. Reviewer’s Findings and Conclusions

The analysis of the quantitative data on the surveyed sample 
suggests that the FATIMA project was associated with 
improvements in measures assessed across all domains 
(Language, Mentoring and Civic Engagement). However, it is 
emphasized that this is only suggestive and not conclusive. 

6.1. The Findings

The findings of the qualitative data analyses revealed 
the beneficiaries’ situation, their current knowledge and 
engagement in their community and social network, their 
perspective on the usefulness of the programme activities, 
and their expectations and aspirations at the end of the 
programme. Notably, the FATIMA women stated that 
programme activities and support in language classes, 
mentoring, and recreational events and skills training and 
workshops positively contributed to reducing the feeling 
of isolation and encouraged engagements in civic and 
community life. The FATIMA participants also recognised 
and stressed the importance of mastering local language as 
the crucial factor in improving the chances of employment 
and willingness to participate in the host community.

Looking through the lens of the project’s theory of change, 
while it is difficult to foresee how the current experiences 
of project participants will lead to long-term impact on 
their personal development, their families and their wider 
communities, but it is clear that the project successfully 
delivered and achieved its intended outputs and outcomes 
in the four strategic areas of support (i.e. language, 
mentorship, volunteer and work placement, and civic 
engagement). Moreover, the overall approval from the 
project participants attests to the satisfaction and quality 
of service provided by the teachers and support staff of 
the partner organisations. But also, through monitoring 
and evaluation, we learned valuable lessons for the 
organisations to take forward in their programme activities.

6.2. Below is a summary of the main findings:

6.2.1. Demographic data

The sampled FATIMA participants came from various 
countries and regions in the world including Africa (Eritrea, 
Guinea-Conakry, Somalia), Asia (China), Eastern Europe 
(Belarus, Ukraine) and Latin America (Brazil, Dominican 
Republic, Ecuador, Mexico, Venezuela). The language 
learning needs of the women varied widely as some of them 
were illiterate (and never attended formal schooling), but 
on the other hand, some women had qualifications from 
higher education. Catering for such wide-ranging students 
proved to be a considerable challenge for the teachers 
and language class coordinators for Senara, Spain and 
Baytree, UK. The project participants in Panorama, Poland 
and Sursum, Slovenia had a more similar educational and 
cultural background.
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On average, the women were in their early and mid-thirties 
of age. Most of the women were married and lived with 
their husband and had children. Being a mother (of young 
children) and the primary caretaker of the household was 
a common characteristic among the FATIMA participants. 
Sometimes their duties and responsibility (e.g. children are 
sick) hindered their learning experiences and participation in 
project activities. The project partner organisations helped 
to relieve these difficulties by allowing the mothers to bring 
their child (of nursing age) to the class (Sursum, Slovenia). 
Similarly, in Baytree, mothers are encouraged to bring 
their daughters to the centre to participate in ‘parent and 
daughter activities’.

The range of duration of stay in the host country varies 
by country. On average, the women in Spain and the UK 
had been in those countries for longer (8.6 and 5.8 years 
respectively) as compared to Slovenia and Poland (2.3 
and 1.7 years respectively). The wide range of years of 
residency and the continued need for language course 

show the importance of continued language learning 
support for migrant women. Most of the respondents 
valued the language training they had received from 
FATIMA, they regretted that it would come to an end soon 
and wished it was possible to continue their language 
development. Language learning should be considered 
an ongoing process whereby learners could join in and 
out more flexibly in line with their life circumstances and 
conditions. For instance, some of the project women had 
to work or were nursing their child full-time and therefore, 
had trouble committing time for learning (e.g. Panorama 
in Poland held classes on weekends to accommodate full-
time working mothers). On the other hand, the women who 
had more freedom from childcare (children are in school 
and more independent) and who did not have to work (as 
their husbands provided financially) could afford to attend 
all the courses and activities without interruptions. From 
the evaluation’s perspective, these two groups may have a 
very different participation and completion rate, but the low 
rates of the former do not necessarily mean a problem of 
participation. The structural design of the project limits our 
funding and assessment to only one year, but their learning 
journey would span over many years after the programme 
ends. Therefore, we recommend a more long-term and 
continuous language training programme that would take 
into account various life conditions and circumstances of 
migrant women which would allow them to continue their 
learning whenever they can.

6.2.2. Mobility and accessibility

All four cities where the partner organisations operate – 
London (Baytree, UK), Ljubljana (Sursum, Slovenia), Madrid 
(Senara, Spain) and Wrocław (Panorama, Poland) – have 
extensive networks of public transportation. The women 
living in the bigger cities such as London and Madrid 
had a thorough knowledge of the various routes and the 
connections and transfers to move across the town. The 
ease of mobility in these urban centres seems to be a 
positive contributor to integration in the local community.  
A safe and affordable movement allowed the FATIMA 
women to get to their learning centres and to meet with 
more people, which increased the number of interactions 
and communication using the new language (as shown in  
social network mapping in Baytree, UK).



FAT I M A R E P O RT 4 9

Many of the participants who lived close by the city centre 
had access to their amenities such as local and ethnic 
groceries and restaurants within a walking distance. The 
significant places of interests for the mothers of children 
were schools, kindergartens, parks, libraries, and zoo  
and aquarium.

The FATIMA project allowed the women who are isolated by 
social circumstances (as immigrants with limited economic 
opportunities) and gendered expectations (as housewives 
and stay-at-home mothers) to reach beyond their roles 
and to step out of the confines of the household and to be 
engaged in social and cultural activities.

6.2.3. Motivation and reasons for migration  
and integration

The most frequent reason for migration was related to a 
family reunion, usually with a husband/partner or a child 
living abroad. Other reasons included forced migration due 
to political factors as well as economic considerations. 
Similarly, the main reason for staying and making efforts 
to integrate was family. FATIMA women with children 
repeatedly mentioned that they felt being more integrated 
because of how well their children took part within the host 
society (i.e. doing well in school, making many local friends, 
and being part of a sports team). As the children become 
more accustomed to local culture and language, their 
influence on the parents could be both positive and negative 
(i.e. losing the sense of identity of parents’ culture).

6.2.4. Family

Family dynamics pointed to husbands being an essential 
source of economic and physical and mental support. Some 
women cited that husbands also served an authority figure. 
In general, the FATIMA women who married to local men 
held their husband (and their in-laws) in high regards for 
their patience and support (Sursum, Slovenia). However, 
in some cases, women may become overly dependent on 
their husbands and lose their sense of self-esteem. This 
issue becomes particularly dangerous when the relationship 
deteriorates and break-up. One FATIMA project participant 
in Sursum, Slovenia faced this problem and had recourse to 
legal advice and moral support.

6.2.5. Education

The women had attained different levels of training 
before migration from no formal education to a bachelor's 
degree. There was a general concern about having their 
qualifications recognised formally in their new countries. 
For instance, many FATIMA women in Poland wanted to 
continue and pursue their previous professional career that 
they held in Ukraine, such as in the field of pharmacy and 
biomedical laboratory. Most of the women recognised the 
value of having European qualifications and believed that 
the qualification would provide more work opportunities. 
They credited the FATIMA project for enabling them to 
nurture aspirations again. Some wanted to build on their 
past experiences such training to become a nurse while 
others wanted to establish new businesses of their own. 

6.2.6. Language

Language training was listed as the most critical support 
that FATIMA project provided because women unanimously 
considered language as the most important factor for 
integration and employment. However, what distinguished 
FATIMA project from other language schools was the safe 
and supportive environment to express themselves in 
a new language without the fear of embarrassment and 
low self-esteem. Many participants credited FATIMA with 
improving their language skills in a supportive and friendly 
environment which accelerated their progress.

Language training at FATIMA also offered psychosocial 
benefits. Participants felt a greater sense of belonging and 
an increase in their self-confidence as their language skills 
improved. What is more, the friendship that they built with 
their colleagues featured numerous times in the focus group 
discussion as a critical factor in engaging in a conversation 
using the local language.
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6.2.7. Work

Pre-migration work experiences of the women differed 
across industries, with some women having held 
professional employment, and others involved in 
entrepreneurship. During the focus group discussions,  
the FATIMA women expressed their desire to develop  
further their professional experience and aspiration.

However, there was little to report on post-migration work 
experience as many of the women were not yet working and 
were either still acquiring the necessary legal documents or 
focusing on improving their language skills before applying 
for jobs.

Those who were employed were not in the sector that they 
had been in their countries of origin and expressed doubt 
that they would find comparable jobs in their new countries 
until they have a full mastery of the local language. This 
belief in ‘perfecting’ the language first was shared among 
all partner countries. For instance, the women expressed 
uncertainty about employment prospects due to their legal 
status, expertise with the local language, and recognition 
of their educational qualifications. There was a clear link 
between the women's aspirations and their professional 
and personal goals, with language competence acting as 
a bridge in between. Although being proficient in the local 
language is undeniably crucial, understanding the local 
job market and having basic computer literacy are equally 
important. That is why the majority of FATIMA women 
scored   ‘job clubs’ and ‘computer classes’ as second and 
third most important in programme ranking (Baytree, UK). 

6.2.8. Social inclusion

Many women credited their increased involvement in the 
social life of their communities and a feeling of 'regaining' 
their self-confidence since joining the FATIMA project. For 
instance, a woman in Poland who stated that going out 
for project activities gave her more energy and motivation 
and the reason for optimism about life in the new country. 
Similarly, families with young children tended to feel more 
integrated thanks to participating in social activities through 
schools and being part of a sports team.

6.2.9. Social and cultural barriers

While the participants felt that they no longer had the same 
kind of community support that they used to have and enjoy 
in their countries of origin, most of the women expressed 
positively of their new countries. Even those who had 
struggled initially remarked that things gradually became 
better and most attributed this to the FATIMA project.  
Moreover, they felt that services were generally of better 
quality than those in their countries of origin.

None of the women felt discriminated against due to their 
migrant status, and there was no mention of xenophobia 
or racism. However, there were accounts of unkindness 
and physical aggression for not speaking their language of 
origin in public space, which appeared to be a xenophobic 
incident. The woman, in this case, considered the motive of 
aggression as ignorance and not necessarily racist.
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6.2.10. Mentoring

The mentoring experience varied across the countries. One 
of the positive characteristics of the mentorship was being 
able to communicate in their native language. The mentors 
provided advice and a local perspective on their lives that 
they may otherwise not have had.

However, some women did not think it was necessary at the 
beginning or felt the need for such support. However, most 
of them had since changed their minds, once they realised 
and experienced the benefits of mentorship. Additionally, 
most women were not allocated a mentor at the start of the 
program and were only allocated one much later. Therefore, 
it seems essential for the FATIMA mentorship programme 
to devise individual-based and targeted assessments at the 
beginning of the programme to help avoid mismatch and 
misallocation of resources.

Overall the women themselves evidenced their satisfaction 
with the FATIMA project and credited it for being an 
invaluable support in navigating the integration process in 
their new countries. It was evident that the beneficiaries 
feel welcome and important. It was also evident that the 
beneficiaries view the centres as havens. Despite their often 
difficult personal circumstances, in the four project centres 
the women are relaxed and feel the staff trust them and 
are invested in their success. They feel known, treated with 
dignity and cherished by the staff and this has helped their 
integration process. 

However, a common issue voiced by the beneficiaries was 
the impending lack of further support after the end of the 
project. Many respondents regretted that their FATIMA 
experience would come to an end soon and wished it was 
possible to continue. This points to the need for continued 
support for migrant women. 

Due to the time-bound budget and relatively short life cycle 
of integration projects, the level of care and intensity of 
support are often high during the project, but quickly  
reduce (or completely stop) after the project ends. 
Therefore, we recommend a more long-term approach 
that includes follow up of the beneficiaries to ensure the 
successes achieved during the project are sustained.   
The FATIMA project beneficiaries have come up with  
some creative ways to ensure continued support for example 
by organizing activities or by volunteering as translators. 
This shows the beneficiaries have grown in the process and 
are confident to share their talents and also the knowledge 
they have acquired from the project. Such creative initiatives 
can be capitalised upon as a way to continue engaging with 
the beneficiaries. Despite the short project cycle, the project 
achieved its objectives of empowering and enabling migrant 
women to participate and contribute actively in their local 
community. This demonstrates the potential for further 
expanding their spheres of influence and growing into  
active citizens.
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Snapshots

1. A snapshot of Panorama 

The Panorama Association began officially in 2011, but 
their founding work dates much longer. Whilst the team that 
delivered FATIMA were mostly Polish, some were migrants, 
and included several mentors such as Olena, a native 
Ukrainian woman who had lived in Poland for over eight 
years and gained deep understanding and knowledge of 
challenges of recent migrants.

There has been a massive influx of migrants from Eastern 
European and ex-Soviet Federation countries in Poland. In 
the past six years, an estimated two million people sought 
a settlement in the country. In Wroclaw, this represents 
ten per cent of its 650,000 inhabitants. Ukrainians are the 
biggest amongst the migrant communities. Many of them 
come with a temporary visa and seek an extension and 
permanent residency, but there are also some Ukrainians 
who have Polish ancestry, which makes the transition less 
complicated in obtaining Karta Polaka (Polish Charter or 
Polish Card).

In the first year of the FATIMA project, Panorama hosted 
two groups of women (totalling 40 participants), and in 
year 2 another two groups with over 30 students took part 
in the project. The courses catered to two broad categories 
of  beginner and intermediate level. The classes were held 
for 42 weeks (six to eight hours a week) on Saturday and 
Sunday in a residential area outside of the city centre. 
Despite the distance and intensive hours, the FATIMA 
women were genuinely happy to come to learn. For most of 
the women, the weekend is the only free time they can use 
to attend courses (and many of them working more than 
one job).

1.1. Retaining and Engaging Learners

Despite the childcare duties, many work commitments, and 
health issues of their own and their families, the FATIMA 
participants were hard-working and extremely motivated 
women. Many of them were also mothers and their public 
engagement outside their home was limited. FATIMA broke 
the isolation from their strictly work-house environment 
and allowed them to meet other women in a safe and 
comfortable setting. Most importantly, the FATIMA women 
felt empowered and assured by interacting with the Polish 
teachers and staff and having their approval (of their 
presence and language skills) gave them assurance and 
comfort of being accepted and encouraged. This positive 
feedback and feeling they get at Panorama are an invaluable 
lesson and value for the FATIMA project women.

There were some concerns that the course being free could 
negatively impact on the motivation of some participants. 
The municipality-run language courses, for instance, 
charge a symbolic 10 Polish Zloty (PLN) per class, which 
when combined in a whole term would amount to 300 PLN 
(approximately 60 GBP). Such an amount is enough to keep 
students committed but not too expensive to be a financial 
barrier for economically disadvantaged women.

Ela, the language teacher, also noticed that there was an 
initial enthusiasm that carried the beginner level students to 
rapid progress, but then, once they realised that they could 
already manage well enough, their motivation and drive 
tapered off amongst the higher-level students. To help carry 
the momentum, Ela introduced a more vocabulary-based 
test to keep the ‘advanced’ students more interested and 
challenged. They undertook more vocabulary tests in year 2.
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1.2. Learning styles

Generally, the Ukrainian students thought less creatively and 
were used to memory-based learning approach. The Soviet-
era education system is top-down, strictly formatted in its 
instruction, so students found it difficult to adjust at first to 
Ela’s teaching methods. However, the students soon found 
enjoyment in exercises such as the picture describing an 
activity, which generated laughs from both students and the 
teacher alike.

Ela’s approach to her curriculum also changed from the  
first year to the second. Instead of the formal language 
structure and grammar, Ela moved to practical and more 
everyday-oriented lessons. Ela also recognised some 
critical limitations of adult learners who have to learn  
a new language through the lens and framework of their 
native-language structure and association. With this 
understanding, Ela used relatable examples to lessen 
women’s learning challenges.

1.3. Mentoring and Personal Reflection:  
Challenges and Successes

Panorama experienced some difficulties regarding 
mentoring, as people coming from the former Soviet-Union 
countries, because of their negative communist experience, 
do not like to open up and talk about their difficulties 
etc. Some of the participants perceived mentoring as 
an evaluation of their performance instead of a helpful 
relationship based on mutual trust. Some of the mentors, 
however, were able to achieve a very meaningful connection 
with their mentees, as time passed by.

For similar reasons, the journaling was difficult for both 
the students and teachers. Although some of the students 
were used to keeping their own private journals and enjoyed 
journaling, most participants treated it as a boring task and 
an unnecessary obligation. They found their own journal 
entries unoriginal and repetitive, they didn’t feel that it 
helped their self-reflection. The teachers and mentors felt 
uncomfortable when they had to remind the students to 
write something in their journals, knowing that the students 
themselves were not motivated to do so. Focus-groups and 
informal meetings, as well as individual stories provided 
by those participants who expressed a wish to share their 
experiences, seemed to be a much better way to assess the 
influence of the project among the beneficiaries.
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1.4. Integration isn’t unidirectional 

The Panorama staff (who are mostly Polish) also found 
dealing and working with Ukrainian women enriching and 
opened their minds to new possibilities and potential 
expansion. The cultures and histories between Poland and 
Ukraine go back centuries, and they are deeply intertwined. 
There are still some issues from the past which are very 
painful to talk about for both nations, as well as prejudices 
against Ukrainian migrants. But if Polish people can have 
a real encounter – as the work Panorama has striven to 
do in creating a safe space and context for both peoples 
to meet and share their thoughts and experiences openly 
– then there may be more things in common to relate and 
empathise with their Ukrainian neighbours. For instance, the 
similar treatments and hardship that the Polish migrants 
went through in Western European countries such as in the 
UK are powerfully relevant and relatable to Ukrainian and 
other migrants in Poland.

2. View from Poland: Olga’s Story 

When I met Olga, she had left Ukraine two and a half years 
ago for Poland. Olga was 43 years old and a mother of 
four children – with one girl and three boys – and their 
ages ranged from 5 to 18 years. Olga had studied German 
and English and had a professional qualification in foreign 
language teaching in Ukraine. Apart from a brief translator 
job that she held to help American families with adoption in 
Ukraine, she never managed to find professional work that 
matched her qualifications.

2.1. No hope left in Ukraine

The situation in Ukraine was so desperate that even the 
translator job that assisted foreigners with child adoption 
became increasing doubtful. Olga learned later that there 
were rumours that the company’s adoption scheme was 
only a facade for illegal organs trading. Although Olga could 
not verify the legitimacy of such claim, she could not bear 
the weight of the risk and be involved in such acrime, so she 
made a conscious decision to walk away from the few jobs 
that aligned with her career aspiration. Her husband worked 
in the construction industry specialising in interior design. 
Despite his efforts to securing a permanent position, most 
of his contracts were temporary, and Olga had to work in 
various jobs as a shopkeeper and babysitter to meet the 
family’s needs.

For Olga, the last straw was when the family’s entire savings 
went missing at the bank. Olga tried everything to reclaim 
their savings, but it was impossible legally to pursue the 
bank. This bank is still operating, and the loss of her money 
was not due to a bankruptcy, but because of the fraudulent 
system. The hardest thing for Olga was the fact that after 
many years of efforts and hardship to build a better life 
for her family, it was stripped away overnight without any 
protection nor representation to fight against this theft and 
injustice committed by a reputable bank. Olga had lost hope 
in her country.

2.2. Coming to Wroclaw

Olga and her husband decided to leave Ukraine and start 
anew in Poland. They first came to Wroclaw in late 2016 on 
a temporary (six-month) visa to prepare the paperwork and 
to arrange for their children to join them. There were many 
formal and informal bureaucratic processes to go through 
– completing documents and paying for legal advice to 
increase the chance of a successful application.
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2.3. Unforeseen challenges

Olga and her husband had done all they could in every 
possible way for their application to proceed smoothly, 
but they were in shock when they found out that Olga’s 
husband’s application got lost in the immigration process 
system, and he faced immediate deportation. Olga had to pay 
extra fees for legal assistance to challenge the deportation 
and had it revoked because the missing documents were 
not the Immigration Office’s fault. By revoking the order, her 
husband’s legal status was clean, but still, her husband had 
to return to Ukraine for three months, leaving Olga by herself 
in Wroclaw, because his temporary visa was coming to  
an end.

Such unforeseen mistakes are not frequent, but not unheard 
of amongst Ukrainian migrants in Poland. A part of the 
inefficiency problem in the immigration system is due 
to the increasing pressure from the overwhelming influx 
of migrants who are seeking residency in Poland (partly 
in response to the Crimea crisis in 2014). Olga and her 
husband received permanent residency after two years of 
waiting, and all her children have joined them in Wroclaw.

When she first arrived in Poland the only Polish words that 
Olga could say were ‘tak’ (yes) and ‘nie’ (no). Olga believed 
that her extensive foreign language skills would help her 
in learning Polish, but she later felt that all her previous 
experience was useless. At first she mostly learned Polish 
informally at work from her fellow Ukrainian factory workers, 
but she realised that she needed to learn the language  
more seriously.

2.4. Discovering FATIMA

Olga heard about the FATIMA project and language 
programme at Panorama through her daughter’s friend who 
was a FATIMA project participant in 2018. This opportunity 
seemed the most suitable for her work and family schedule. 
Olga used to work two jobs each day, 5 days a week: an 
eight-hour factory job and a four-hour cleaning shift. The 

FATIMA project offered intensive language courses on the 
weekend (Saturday and Sunday), which were the only days 
Olga could manage to come. Even if attending the course 
meant less time with her children and for much-needed rest, 
Olga was convinced that the more and faster she learnt 
the (native) language well, the better her work and family’s 
life opportunities would be. Olga gave a concrete example 
of this point. In her work at the embroidery company, she 
was promoted not only because of her hard work but 
because of her effective communication with her team 
and management. When Olga heard the promotion news, 
she was moved beyond joy and felt a ray of hope breaking 
through the negative experiences of years of misfortune and 
tragedies in her life, which had  dulled her sense of her self-
worth and esteem. In her own words, Olga realised that “I 
felt human again”.

2.5. Looking to the Future

When I asked if she had visited or kept strong ties back in 
Ukraine, Olga fell silent for a moment and explained that 
while she was waiting for the immigration decision, she had 
not been allowed to travel outside the country. Although 
she can travel freely to Ukraine with her full and secured 
residency, Olga feels reluctant to visit Ukraine. She visited 
her parents and family as soon as her travel restriction 
was lifted, but when she went back, she was immediately 
reminded of the many troubles and problems of the past that 
caused her much grief and hardship. Moreover, the struggles 
and difficulties of everyday life back home for simple things 
like food and fuel for heating and transportation felt sharply 
in contrast to her new life in Poland. Olga told me that she 
did not want to return and visit back often because of the 
traumatic memories were still too fresh for her to let go.
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Although Olga and her family were physically settled and 
stable when we met, Olga often felt tired from all the troubles 
that she has endured and wanted to find rest both physically 
and emotionally. Olga’s radiating smile seemed to betray all 
the things she said, but she explained that “[because now] 
progress is possible” and “positive things are happening” 
in her life such as the work promotion that she mentioned 
earlier. Despite the hard work and steep learning journey 
ahead of her, Olga was not afraid of the challenges and 
sought to improve because “I have not yet found my  
[true] self”.

When asked about the reason that made her want to share 
her story with us, Olga explained that she would like to show 
other people in similar situation that initial difficulties, even 
if at first they seem impossible to solve, can eventually be 
overcome and that you should never lose hope, because  
with time and effort things will change for better.

3. View from Slovenia: Maria Teresa’s  
experience of FATIMA

When she emigrated to Slovenia from Venezuela, Maria 
Teresa did not know where to begin her new life. Thanks to 
FATIMA project, she now feels rooted and sees herself firmly 
in place in Ljubljana. Maria Teresa is 38 years old, and she 
is from Venezuela. Maria Teresa, her husband and their two 
sons (eight and five years old) moved to Ljubljana a year 
and four months ago. Her husband’s brother emigrated from 
Venezuela to Slovenia five years ago, and ever since then, he 
tried to convince Maria Teresa and her husband to join. She 
resisted the idea for many years because she was happy in 
Venezuela. She had a good life and a professional career. 
She worked as a sales representative in a private company 
for over ten years and was close to her mother and extended 
family. However, when the economic and political turmoil got 
beyond control, she worried about the grim prospects of her 
sons’ in the country. In 2015, Maria Teresa and her husband 
decided to leave Venezuela for a more secure and hopeful life 
in Chile, but they had a disheartening experience and decided 
to come back to Venezuela a year after. It took tremendous 
courage and risk for Maria Teresa to attempt another chance 
at emigration, this time in Ljubljana.

3.1. Arriving in Slovenia

Early in 2018, Maria Teresa and her family arrived in Ljubljana. 
Her brother-in-law welcomed them warmly and helped to 
settle and arrange essential things such as housing and 
finding employment. Fortunately, her husband soon started 
working in an Information and Communication Technology 
(ICT) company where the primary language used is English. 
Maria Teresa took care of her sons full- time. During the 
first four months of her arrival, Maria Teresa mostly stayed 
indoors not just because of the freezing and harsh winter, but 
also because the unfamiliar environment and language made 
her unsure about everything – how and where to begin this 
new life?

3.2. Overcoming Isolation

When she first heard about the FATIMA project through 
a friend, she was immediately interested and wanted to 
enrol. After months of feeling isolated, joining the FATIMA 
project was the best thing that happened for Maria Teresa 
as it offered her the opportunity and exposure to meet other 
women who were in a similar situation. More importantly, 
she realised that learning Slovenian was the key to her new 
life in Slovenia. However, because her youngest son was still 
too young to attend kindergarten at the time, Maria Teresa 
could not leave him. She explained her situation to Simona, 
her teacher at Sursum. Simona saw how determined Maria 
Teresa was to learn, and she allowed her to bring her son 
with her to the class. Fortunately, Maria Teresa’s son was 
very cooperative and well-behaved, and this permitted Maria 
Teresa to continue her studies uninterrupted. The first months 
in the programme were very challenging for Maria Teresa. She 
had trouble following the course, and she was intimidated by 
the challenge of learning a new language.

However, slowly but surely, she started to hear and catch the 
first words in Slovenian, and when she began to notice and 
read the words that she learnt in the class, the joy of learning 
overcame her fear. With this new passion, her learning 
progressed at a rapid and remarkable pace. Her mentor, Belén, 
was a great contributor to Maria Teresa’s positive learning 
experience. Belén is Spanish and moved to Ljubljana 15 years 
ago, so she understood the difficulties of settling in Slovenia. 
Naturally, Maria Teresa asked all sorts of questions regarding 
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life in this new country, and Belén seemed to have all the 
answers. Even now the FATIMA project has ended, Belén and 
Maria Teresa communicate regularly. For instance, Maria 
Teresa had an idea to keep connecting with her classmates 
after the project ended. She wanted to share her passion and 
talent in Latin dancing with her friends at Sursum. When she 
shared this idea with Belén, Belén encouraged and assisted 
Maria Teresa to pursue this idea as a weekly workshop  
at Sursum.

3.3. Bringing people together

Today, Maria Teresa is giving weekly dance lessons at Sursum 
in the evening where she meets with her friends and teachers. 
Maria Teresa says that since completing the FATIMA project, 
she feels much more comfortable living in Slovenia. Maria 
Teresa admits that her learning journey has only just begun. 
However, the difference is that today, Maria Teresa can notice 
and seek opportunities on her own while a year ago, she 
did not know where to start. Today, Maria Teresa is actively 
looking for work in her area of expertise. She is confident 
that her children will become fully integrated in Slovenia and 
succeed in fulfilling their dreams. Thanks to FATIMA project, 
she feels rooted and sees herself firmly in place in Ljubljana.

4. A snapshot of Senara

Fundación Senara began its work in 1997. Senara focuses 
on four areas of work: (1) empowering mothers and women 
of the household, (2) employment matching and training, (3) 
promoting healthy childhood development and (4) young 
adults’ development. Senara’s clients come from various 
economic and ethnic backgrounds such as from Latin 
America, Asia and Africa as well as the long-established 
Romani people (colloquially known as Gypsies or Roma). 
Senara receives funds from multiple donors both from the 
public (central, district, and municipal governments) and 
private (through corporate social responsibility funds).

4.1. Challenges in engaging and  
retaining students

Staff explained the difficulty of recruiting and retaining 
participants in the first year of the project. For instance, 
out of 20 students who joined the programme in April, only 
five completed and graduated. One of the reasons for the 
low graduation rate is due to many other organisations 
that provide free language courses. Another critical reason 
is students’ life circumstances and situations that make 
their commitment to completing the course challenging. 
For example, some of the women often missed the class 
for childcare responsibilities and emergencies, as well as 
for the financial need to work, and other health and family 
obligations. Also, there were differences in times of religious 
and cultural celebration uncommon to Spanish customs, 
such as Ramadan and Eid and the Asian Lunar New Year.
It was common for the students to have an extended leave 
of absence during these periods. Worst still, many students 
discontinued the course altogether after such absence. 
Consequenlty, Rocio, Almudena and Lia (the teachers) kept 
close and frequent communication when students missed 
more than one class without notification, to follow-up  
and encourage.

To make up the number of students who dropped out in 
year 1, Rocio found innovative ways for reaching out to 
different groups of migrant women. For instance, through 
a Nigerian student, Rocio joined various FaceBook groups 
of West African communities in Madrid. Since joining 
their social network, Rocio received over 35 enquiries 
and 22 new enrolments for FATIMA .Rocio, Almudena 
and Lia  continually tried to improve the women’s learning 
experiences. Classes had to be engaging and fun. If not, 
there was a risk of students dropping out and discontinuing 
the programme. Since teaching went on for four hours at a 
time, Rocio provided coffee, tea and other drinks and dessert 
for the students during the break. Usually, Almudena also 
encouraged the students to bring lunch so that they could 
have a meal together in class.
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4.2. Working with diverse migrant groups

There was a lack of potential women participants for the 
programme. In the first year, Senara attracted students from 
two major geographic regions: the women from North Africa 
and China. North African women, particularly the Maghreb, 
learn and speak Spanish faster thanks to the similarity to 
French, but they proved to be less reliable in attendance and 
completing the course. On the other hand, Chinese women 
require much more support and explanation in the beginning 
(such as learning the alphabet and pronunciation) because 
of complete dissimilarity in Chinese and Spanish. However, 
Chinese women are more reliable in attendance than 
the other students, because most of their spouses have 
businesses and jobs, and the women are not obliged to work 
full time. Therefore, they have more time to concentrate on 
studying Spanish. 

Teaching diverse groups of students with varying language 
skills and levels is a challenge for teachers and designing 
a balanced language course curriculum. The conditions 
in which the FATIMA project operated, the number of 
participants was not sufficient for more close matching and 
setting up of students based on their similar skills and level. 
While the challenge was great for designing and delivering 
a comprehensive and coherent curriculum, the teachers 
at Senara learned from their experiences and devised 
innovative practices. 

For instance, there were striking differences in strength 
and weakness amongst these two student groups. For 
example, North African students had strong speaking 
skills, but weaker writing and grammar knowledge. On the 
contrary, Chinese students were stronger in writing, reading 
and grammar, but seriously lacked confidence in speaking. 
Almudena was aware of these differences and managed 
her class activities evenly so that one type of exercise did 
not overwhelm the students. For instance, when speaking 
practices made the North African students more active 
and Chinese students less engaged, Almudena switched 
to writing and grammar activity to reanimate the Chinese 
students to lead the group dynamic.

4.3. Engaging Spanish volunteers

There was no shortage of local volunteers for the 
programme (through private companies promoting 
corporate social responsibility and universities). Most of 
the time, Senara worked with two to three local Spanish 
volunteers along with overseas interns from America who 
were helping out with conversation practices as part of the 
mentorship engagement. Each volunteer was in charge of 
up to three students, and their work varied depending on the 
needs of the students. For instance, if some of the FATIMA 
women needed extra help because it was their very first 
time learning Spanish, then mentors could spend more  
time and attention on their reading and writing exercise  
than conversations.

4.4. Cultural immerson

Additional activities of FATIMA included workshops in 
makeup, yoga, cooking, and day trips to local and cultural 
attractions. There was also a weekly coffee meeting. One of 
the significant challenges for Rocio and the teachers was 
the monitoring work and requirement. The PDP (personal 
development plan) was the first evaluation and screening 
tool to assess the participant’s language level. Then, once 
the participants were assigned into a group, every class, the 
teachers had to record the journal entry for each FATIMA 
participant. The student s perceived this task as tedious 
and repetitive. The more problematic issue was that even 
though the exercise was completed diligently, it did  not 
seem to reflect the information that the task was designed 
to measure, that is the student’s actual progress: journaling 
was more of a symbolic task than the measurement of 
progress. The students found the exercise difficult too.
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4.5. Supporting Students to Reflect on Learning 

Rocio, Almudena and I discussed on several occasions 
how we could make journaling useful and more efficient. 
Rocio expressed her concern that most of the students did 
not understand the purpose and reason behind journaling, 
and Almudena had to intensively guide and at times, 
complete the entry for them. There was also the problem 
of extended absence that made some students’ journals 
extremely difficult to follow-up. Almudena’s suggestion 
– since she was already helping out extensively with the 
journaling of the students, was to adopt the conventional 
‘report card’ method. Almudena knew her students very well 
and their levels and progress. She was confident that she 
could carry out the task more accurately (and objectively) 
if she managed the task by herself. While both Rocio and 
I agreed about Almudena’s intimate knowledge of her 
students and had no doubt about her professional (and 
objective) judgment of the students’ skills assessment, the 
design and purpose of journaling was to give the ‘voice’ to 
the participants to reflect and (subjectively) assess their 
learning journey. However, at the language and skill level of 
the students, the self-reflected assessment and writing of 
these ideas in a journal was not feasible.

To overcome these challenges, Baytree created a journaling 
system where entries were simplified in pictograms and had 
limited inputs. While simplification could make the process 
easier, there was a tremendous loss of value in the purpose 
of the activity which changed the nature and experience 
of this monitoring tool. Instead of measuring self-
reflected progress and empowerment in one’s learning 
journey, the task instilled top-down command and  
was compulsory.
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5. Snapshot: Mariam’s Story 

Mariam first started attending courses at The Baytree 
Centre in 2017 having only been able to access education 
to primary school level in her home country of Ivory Coast.  
She needed to learn to read, write and speak English from a 
basic level, and from the start was determined to take part in 
all the classes, social events, educational visits and personal 
coaching sessions that Baytree had to offer.  In particular, 
she assisted with a fundraising event to raise money for the 
nursing staff at a local hospital after one of her tutors had 
undergone a successful operation to remove a cancer.  She 
worked as a school cleaner, whilst preparing for the Life In 
The UK test and bringing up three children.   

She continued her studies and went on to join the FATIMA 
programme.  Once she had passed the Level 1 Reading 
exam she felt confident enough to pursue her dream:  to 
apply for a phlebotomy course.  Mariam’s phlebotomy 
course, the first phase of which she completed over the 
summer of 2020 during the easing of the lockdown, was 
partly funded by a scholarship. Mariam saved hard to make 
up the shortfall herself.  In fact it was by attending a ‘Money 
Matters’ course at Baytree that she improved her financial 
skills and learned to economise and save money, which 
enabled her to invest in her course. 

In Spring 2021 she was able to complete her training, 
delayed by COVID, and is keen to work for the NHS in a  
WWclinic or hospital in the near future, and has been  
able to pass her Life in the UK test! 

I proposed to rethink and approach journaling in a more 
user-friendly way, integrated into a more intuitive learning 
exercise. For example, at the early stage of journaling, we 
needed to make this task familiar and fun to the students. 
What if students took home their journal and wrote a 
sentence (or two) on what interesting thing, event, news, 
or ideas they had  encountered over the week? Then, upon 
returning to the class the week after, each student could 
read out loud their statement as part of the homework 
and in-class presentation exercise? As they become more 
experienced with this task, and if some students have more 
advanced writing skills and appetite for writing more, then 
we could encourage them to start writing more freely. We 
could even encourage them to think about (favourite) songs 
or poems from their home country to translate. 

Last but not least, journaling can be made into a safe and 
secure one-to-one communication between students and  
the teacher. Each student can write anything that she feels 
the need to express more privately without the pressure 
from being heard by her peers. I remarked that Asian 
students might find this method of communication more 
suitable to express their honest feelings and thoughts  
about the programme. 
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Understanding the Situation 
for Female Migrants 

When working to understand the communities that each 
project engaged, we realised how little information was 
easily available on women migrants in the countries where 
FATIMA took place. Whilst many migrant women come from 
very gendered societies, often countries do not record data 
that allows this to be understood by those trying to support 
these communities to integrate. Here we share information to 
enable others to understand the wider context of  the FATIMA 
project and participants. 

1. Migrant Women in Poland

In 2019 it was estimated that 38% of migrants were women: 
with 152,115 migrant women living in Poland78. The majority 
came from Ukraine (55%), followed by Belarus (7%), Russia 
(4%), Vietnam (3%)  and China (3%)79. Geographically, the 
highest concentrations of migrants resides in and around 
Warsaw and Krakow80. It is important to note that over half of 
Poland’s female migrants are temporary residents (56%) who 
can only legally reside in the country for up to 3 years81. 

1.1 Who migrates to Poland?

The dominance of Ukrainian immigration in Poland is 
influenced by a variety of factors. The hope for a better life in 
Poland is a core driving force for female Ukrainian migrants. 
Dolińska (2019) argues that ‘the overall and chronic life 
dissatisfaction, especially among women’ in Ukraine has 
led many to migrate to Poland in hope of a better quality of 
life82. Whilst data shows that, before COVID, many entered 
Poland on short-term visas are gaining popularity in Poland83, 
statistics regarding permanent resident permits, ‘show that 
women are increasingly deciding to settle, therefore becoming 
the present and future citizens’84. Ukrainian women’s hope 

78-81 The Office for Foreigners (2019). ?? https://udsc.gov.pl/en/cudzoziemcy/

82 Dolińska, A. 2019. Socio-Economic Costs of Systemic Transformation in Ukraine in the Lens of the 

Biographical Experiences of Ukrainian Female Migrants to Poland. Qualitative Sociology Review. https://doi.

org/10.18778/1733-8077.15.4.07. p. 158. 

83 Schengenvisainfo.com 2021 Poland Granted 44.2% Fewer Visas to Ukrainians in First Half of 2020 - 

SchengenVisaInfo.com

84 Dolińska, A. 2019. Socio-Economic Costs of Systemic Transformation in Ukraine in the Lens of the 

Biographical Experiences of Ukrainian Female Migrants to Poland. Qualitative Sociology Review. https://doi.

org/10.18778/1733-8077.15.4.07. p. 145

85 Dolińska, A. 2019. Socio-Economic Costs of Systemic Transformation in Ukraine in the Lens of the 

Biographical Experiences of Ukrainian Female Migrants to Poland. Qualitative Sociology Review. https://doi.

org/10.18778/1733-8077.15.4.07. p. 157

86 Dolińska, A. 2019. Socio-Economic Costs of Systemic Transformation in Ukraine in the Lens of the 

for a better life was not driven by purely financial gains but 
for overall better working conditions, less corruption, more 
developed infrastructure ‘and the transparency of the social 
system allowing for greater self-realisation’ and agency85. 
The backgrounds and purposes of female Ukrainian migrants 
in Poland are also very different from Ukrainian migrants 
elsewhere. In comparison to other groups, female Ukrainian 
migrants in Poland are more likely to be enrolled in  
higher education or working as young specialists  
and entrepreneurs86.

The physical proximity of the countries combined with 
cultural and linguistic similarities proves to be a significant 
incentive for migration. Historically, circulation of people 
across the former Soviet Republics was largely unregulated 
until the introduction of the visa system in 200387. A 2008 
agreement on small border traffic enables people living ‘in 
the border zone to enter Poland without a visa to a distance 
of 30 km’88. Inhabitants within this zone receive a ‘Karta 
Polaka’ which also enables them to obtain a national visa 
entitling to multiple crossings of the Polish border; to apply 
for permanent residence/citizenship (both free of charge); 
to study in Poland; and open and equal access to the labour 
market89. Furthermore, the ‘declaration system’ in 2015 
simplified the rules for the employment of foreigners from 
Eastern Partnership countries, making it considerably easier 
for Polish employers to contract Ukrainian workers on a 
temporary basis90.

Biographical Experiences of Ukrainian Female Migrants to Poland. Qualitative Sociology Review. https://doi.

org/10.18778/1733-8077.15.4.07

87  Górny, A. All circular but different: Variation in patterns of Ukraine‐to‐Poland migration. Popul Space Place. 

2017; 23:e2074. https://doi-org.ezp.lib.cam.ac.uk/10.1002/psp.2074

88 Dolińska, A. 2019. Socio-Economic Costs of Systemic Transformation in Ukraine in the Lens of the 

Biographical Experiences of Ukrainian Female Migrants to Poland. Qualitative Sociology Review. https://doi.

org/10.18778/1733-8077.15.4.07. p. 146. 

89 Dolińska, A. 2019. Socio-Economic Costs of Systemic Transformation in Ukraine in the Lens of the 

Biographical Experiences of Ukrainian Female Migrants to Poland. Qualitative Sociology Review. https://doi.

org/10.18778/1733-8077.15.4.07. p. 146. 
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Biographical Experiences of Ukrainian Female Migrants to Poland. Qualitative Sociology Review. https://doi.

org/10.18778/1733-8077.15.4.07. p. 146. 
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The second largest female migrant group in Poland are 
from Belarus and this number is growing rapidly91, with an 
estimated 10,000 Belorussians in Poland on short term visas, 
which has grown since the 2020 election92. Belarusian society 
has strong patriarchal norms in which the roles and tasks 
of women are prohibited to the domain of the family. For 
example, several discriminatory practices stop women from 
entering higher education93. These gendered stereotypes are 
often reproduced in Poland where the majority of Belarusian 
women work informally for their husband’s businesses and 
are restricted from working and participating in the public 
domain. It is therefore difficult to know more about their 
personal situations and employment94.

Although the majority of Russian migrants in Poland are 
labor migrants, there is little research on Russian women 
in Poland95. Russian Chechens make up the largest group 
registered in asylum-seeker statistics96. Several reports 
highlight the severe issues of domestic violence within 
Chechen families against female members and the lack 
of support and help from the Polish welfare system as 
exacerbating the situation97,98. 

In comparison to European migrants’ often circular, temporary 
migration in Poland, Vietnamese migrants settling in Poland 
do so more permanently99. During the 1990s and 2000s the 
majority of Vietnamese migrants went to Poland on short-
term visas or were smuggled in or crossed independently 
without documents. A high but unknown proportion are 
irregular and many female Vietnamese migrants in Poland 
tend to work in family businesses, unable to work legally.  
This makes their survival entirely dependent on their husband 
or family100. As ‘visible minorities’, they potentially greater 
discrimination than those from Ukraine or Belarus, who ‘blend’ 
in to the public space in Poland to a greater extent’101. 
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1.2. Challenges affecting female migrants in Poland

1.2.1. Public opinion on immigration 

The public view of immigration has been changing since 
the 1990s, with a general trend toward greater tolerance. In 
2015, 66% of Poles believed that the presence of immigrants 
has a positive effect on cultural diversity and causes greater 
openness102. In the same study, 38% of Poles declared that 
the presence of Ukrainian immigrants in Poland is a positive 
phenomenon, compared to 15% in 1999. However, the public 
opinion is polarised, with higher earners from urban areas 
being more likely to be sympathetic towards foreigners than 
lower earners from small towns and rural areas103. Similar 
tendencies have been observed in a study of the attitude of 
Poles toward refugees, with the divide heavily drawn along  
the partisan lines104. With regards to refugees, Polish 
inhabitants are far more accepting of Ukraininan refugees 
in comparison with other groups of refugees, for example 
Russian Chechen refugees105. 
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1.2.2. Discrimination against migrants  
 
Although trends show rises in tolerance and acceptance, 
migrants in Poland continue to face racial, ethnic and 
gender discrimination as well as prejudice and violence106,107. 
Since 2015, the Law and Justice party has been circulating 
narratives of a ‘migrant crisis’ which have fostered negative 
and discriminatory attitudes towards incoming migrants108. 
In 2016 the party also abolished the central anti-racism 
council which was responsible for monitoring and countering 
discrimination109. Furthermore, since 2016 the Polish 
government has introduced a ‘number of initiatives designed 
to deprive individuals of immigrant rights’110. This includes 
the ‘so-called Antiterrorist Act from the mid of 2016, based 
on which every foreign citizen could be put under surveillance 
without any court control) or to stop refugee influx on the 
Polish territory in any way—directly from their country of 
origin111. However, they have facilitated Belorussians seeking 
safety in Poland. 

However, the picture of discrimination against migrants in 
Poland remains ambiguous in research. One major problem 
is is that ‘official statistics frequently refute the concept'112. 
Whilst, empirical research that does on the topic rarely takes 
a gendered perspective. Even major studies which focus 
on female migration and integration in Poland simply state 
that ‘we can assume that discriminatory practices towards 
immigrants equally affect both women and men’ without 
questioning the ways in which factors such gender, race, 
class and discrimination intersect113.
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108  Krzyżanowska N, Krzyżanowski M. 2018. ‘Crisis’ and Migration in Poland: Discursive Shifts, Anti-Pluralism 

and the Politicisation of Exclusion. Sociology; 52(3):612-618. doi:10.1177/0038038518757952
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Drawing on other studies we can see the specific ways in 
which female migrants experience gendered discrimination. 
For example, female migrants are specifically targeted for 
the clothes that they wear114, they face specific gendered 
discrimination in employment115 and often face further 
discrimination within the family home116. 

1.3. Access to work  

Migrants in Poland face a variety of barriers in their access 
to work and must contend with a range of administrative 
barriers  such as having a residence status that does not 
authorise them to work in Poland or only having a temporary 
work visa117 There are also barriers that affect specifically 
women, ‘such as more difficult access to satisfying jobs  
in the labour market and confinement to the feminised 
sectors of the economy’118. Finally women, especially those 
coming from countries with strong patriarchal values and 
customs, ‘continue to be perceived as primary caregivers  
for their families and thus have to combine work and  
care responsibilities’119.
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Migrant women are largely employed in the highly unregulated 
domestic services sector. Ukrainian women are the migrant 
group most likely to be employed in Polish households and 
are often expected to perform a range of labour activities, 
including child and elderly care, cleaning, cooking and 
shopping120. Due to the fact that they typically find a job 
through referral, migrant domestic workers have to build trust 
with their employer who provides them with accommodation, 
handle their residence permits or visas and have access 
to most information about them. This gives employers 
considerable control over them and often leads to exploitative 
practices such as not giving workers days off, forcing them to 
work long hours, withholding passports, as well as physical 
and sexual abuse121. The poor work-life balance also often 
prevents domestic and care migrant workers from reuniting 
with or starting a family or establishing ties outside of their 
workplace. Consequently, they may feel isolated and unable 
to lead the lives they wish to live. 

1.4. Access to migrant support 

1.4.1. Government support  

Due to the relatively recent phenomenon of Poland receiving, 
rather than sending, migrants, the Polish government is 
unprepared when it comes to dealing with migration-related 
issues and the ruling Law and Justice Party abolished the 
‘Polish Migration Policy’ drafted by the previous government 
and follows ‘no effective migrant integration program at 
the national level, regional or local level’122. The situation of 

migrants is poorly monitored, and the existing data is scarce 
and poorly analysed. Many public institutions, particularly 
at the local level, are not prepared to assist migrants with 
registering unemployment, accessing mental health or legal 
services, or with any other form of migrant support. As a 
result, incoming populations struggle with learning the Polish 
language and fully integrating into the new society. 

Recognised refugees and asylum seekers have access to 
accommodation, material assistance and medical care, 
regardless of their financial situation. However, despite such 
support, research shows that forced migrants experience 
high degrees of poverty and social exclusion in Poland123. In 
fact, ‘asylum policy contributes to the material and symbolic 
hardship experienced by refugees, and social policy is 
ineffective in its prevention’124. For example, the majority 
of refugees entering Poland are housed in ‘former USSR or 
Polish military bases distant from any settlements’ and within 
regions of Eastern Poland with high percentages of poverty 
‘and low level of average openness towards minorities, 
including refugees’ 125.
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1.4.2. Non-governmental support   

There are a range of non-governmental organisations that 
support migrants, many of which are specifically directed at 
Ukrainian migrants. For example, the ‘Our Choice’ Foundation 
(Fundacja ‘Nasz Wybór’) in Warsaw supports cultural, 
educational, economic and political integration between 
Poland and Ukraine. The Foundation also runs a weekly 
‘Ukrainian Women Club’, which supports the integration 
of female Ukrainian migrants by offering meetings with 
experts but also culinary and handcraft workshops. Other 
similar organisations include The Ukraine Foundation 
(Fundacja Ukraina) in Wrocław, the Zustricz Foundation in 
Cracow and the Foundation of Polish-Ukrainian Cooperation 
‘U-WORK’(U-WORK, 2019). In Poznań, the Centre for Migration 
Studies Foundation provides migrants with information and 
Polish language support.  

The oldest migrant-led organisation is the Socio-Cultural 
Association of Vietnamese in Poland which was established 
in 1986. The majority of migrant-led organisations are 
however still very young and have only come into fruition 
since a project carried by the International Organisation for 
Migration “Active and Competent – Migrants in a Civil Society” 
which provided migrant community leaders with ‘small grants 
for the registration of their associations, creation of websites, 
printing of promotional materials’126. 

1.5. Integration and access to language courses

As the above section shows, there is little governmental 
support towards the integration of migrants. There are key 
differences in levels of integration which are dependent on 
class, age, generation, gender and country of origin. For 
example research suggests that ‘Ukrainian migrants have a 
greater potential for integration in the Polish labour market 
than their Vietnamese counterparts, due to their spatial 
and cultural proximity to Poland’127. However, both female 
migrants from Ukraine and Vietnam rely on strong ties with 

their countries of origin (in the case of Ukranians) and reliance 
on ‘their own ethnic niche’ (in the case of Vietnamese)128. 
Generation is also an important factor in levels of integration. 
For example, in comparison to first generation Vietnamese 
migrants, second generation female Vietnamese migrants 
identify more with Poland and Polish values129. Despite this, 
Polish language levels are low amongst both first generation 
and second –generation Vietnamese migrants. This is 
particularly the case for female migrants due to their roles 
at home which mean they have less contact with the Polish 
language and society than their male counterparts130. As a 
result they become economically and socially dependent 
on their husbands, family, and friends. Even if they wanted 
to learn Polish this would be very difficult given the strains 
on migrant women (both mothers and daughters) within the 
Vietnamese community who are often burdened with most of 
the childcare and household as well as running the business 
alongside their husbands/fathers131. This leaves little time  
or energy to take part in language courses or other  
integrative projects. 

1.5.1. Language courses

The Polish state does not offer any form of integration 
programme, cultural orientation training or Polish language 
course. This is despite calls from the Committee for Migration 
and a list of recommendations for such programmes132. 
Despite the lack of official government courses, many NGOs 
and other institutions across Poland offer language courses 
to migrants (see Foundation for Somalia for foreigners living 
in Mazovia or the public library in Warsaw). However, these 
are often difficult to find, not always free of charge and often 
have long waiting lists. 

126  Stefanska, R. 2017.  Integration policy and activities in Poland, Migration Policy Centre, INTERACT 

Research Report, Country Reports. http://hdl.handle.net/1814/34798. P. 22. 

127  Marta Kindler & Monika Szulecka. 2013. The Economic Integration of

Ukrainian and Vietnamese Migrant Women in the Polish Labour Market, Journal of Ethnic and

Migration Studies 39:4, 649-671, DOI: 10.1080/1369183X.2013.745244. P.651. 

128 Marta Kindler & Monika Szulecka. 2013. The Economic Integration of

Ukrainian and Vietnamese Migrant Women in the Polish Labour Market, Journal of Ethnic and

Migration Studies 39:4, 649-671, DOI: 10.1080/1369183X.2013.745244. P.649.. 

129 Nowicka, E. 2015. Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea: Acculturation of Young Vietnamese Women in 

Poland. Central and Eastern European Migration Review (1). 67-80. 

130 Nowicka, E. 2015. Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea: Acculturation of Young Vietnamese Women in 

Poland. Central and Eastern European Migration Review (1). 67-80.

131 Nowicka, E. 2015. Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea: Acculturation of Young Vietnamese Women in 

Poland. Central and Eastern European Migration Review (1). 67-80.

132 Stefanska, R. 2015. Integration policy and activities in Poland, Migration Policy Centre, INTERACT Research 

Report, Country Reports. http://hdl.handle.net/1814/34798. P. 12
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1.6. Motherhood as a migrant  

1.6.1. Healthcare  
 
Poland, along with countries such as Germany and the 
Netherlands, is a Social Health Insurance country, which 
means that workers pay a compulsory 8.5% of their 
salaries toward the National Health Fund133. Access to 
healthcare is universal and free for all registered workers, 
as well as for immediate family members of the insured134. 
Each insured person can access health benefits from all 
surgeries and other health facilities which signed a contract 
with the National Health Fund. The insurance covers 
appointments with general practitioners and specialist 
doctors, hospitalization and dentist treatments, though 
services covered by the insurance are limited135. The 
emergency services can be accessed by everyone in need of 
urgent medical attention, regardless of insurance. Migrants 
who enter employment and make national insurance 
contributions are entitled to public healthcare on the same 
basis as Poles. Europeans temporarily staying in Poland 
can also access healthcare benefits, provided that they are 
insured in their home country and can provide appropriate 
evidence. Additionally, free healthcare is granted to refugees 
and persons under subsidiary protection136.

However, migrants often face specific health challenges 
and are often exposed to various physical and mental health 
threats, and their needs are poorly understood by healthcare 
systems and government policy137. One of the most common 
issues is a lack of translation and chaperon services at  
Polish healthcare facilities, although during COVID a  
bilingual Russian/ Polish phone consultation service  
has been introduced138.

133 Romero-Ortuno, R., 2004. Access to health care for illegal immigrants in the EU:

should we be concerned? European Journal of Health Law 11: 245-272. 

134 Article 62, Polish Constitution https://www.sejm.gov.pl/prawo/konst/polski/kon1.htm 

135  Narodowy Fundusz Zdrowia (NFZ) – finansujemy zdrowie Polaków http://www.nfz.gov.pl/dla-pacjenta/

zalatw-sprawe-krok-po-kroku/co-zrobic-gdy-ewus-wyswietli-nas-na-czerwono/

136 AIDA 2021 https://asylumineurope.org/reports/country/poland/reception-conditions/health-care/

137Mladovsky P, Ingleby D, McKee M, Rechel B.2012. Good practices in migrant health: The European 

experience. Clinical Medicine, Journal of the Royal College of Physicians of London. Royal College of 

Physicians: pp. 248–5. 

138 AIDA 2021 https://asylumineurope.org/reports/country/poland/reception-conditions/health-care/

1.6.2.Childcare
   
In Poland, caring activities are largely conducted at home. 
With the fall of the socialist regime the arrangements 
allowing reconciliation of work and care rapidly deteriorated. 
While transitioning to democracy, the state gradually 
withdrew its support for working mothers, which created 
tensions between motherhood and employment. According 
to Płomień, the transition to capitalism brought deterioration 
of care facilities, the family-unfriendly organisation of labour, 
and parental leaves which implicitly reinforce women's 
position as mothers first, then workers139. The lack and 
low quality of state childcare facilities in Poland creates an 
incomparable burden for migrant mothers who often cannot 
rely on care provided by family members and might not have 
the financial resources to resort to private childcare. There 
are also a number of restrictions on maternity leave and 
child benefits that disproportionately affect migrant mothers. 
For example, without official employment, migrant women 
cannot benefit from maternity leave. That means all migrants 
in precarious employment end up working through pregnancy 
and immediately after birth. This is especially the case within 
Vietnamese community140. 
  

1.7. Impacts of COVID-19

According to a report from the Polish Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, 44.2% fewer Ukrainians received a Polish visa, short-
term or long-term, in the first six months of 2020, compared 
to the same period last year141. This dramatic drop was 
directly caused by the coronavirus pandemic and containment 
measures implemented by both Poland and Ukraine as 
well as the closure of visa application centres142. Under the 
circumstances many Ukrainains were forced to return. This 
was especially difficult for migrants working under temporary 
civil law contracts rather than employment contracts who had 
very few rights and were either fined for leaving their jobs in 
Poland early or not paid for work that they had completed143. 

139 Plomien, A. (2009), Welfare State, Gender, and Reconciliation of Work and Family in Poland: Policy 

Developments and Practice in a New EU Member. Social Policy & Administration, 43: 136-151. https://doi-org.

ezp.lib.cam.ac.uk/10.1111/j.1467-9515.2009.00652.x

140 Nowicka, E. 2015. Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea: Acculturation of Young Vietnamese Women in 

Poland. Central and Eastern European Migration Review (1). 67-80.

141 2020. Schengenvisainfo. Poland Granted 44.2% Fewer Visas to Ukrainians in First Half of 2020. https://

www.schengenvisainfo.com/news/poland-granted-44-2-fewer-visas-to-ukrainians-in-first-half-of-2020/

142 2020. Schengenvisainfo. Poland Granted 44.2% Fewer Visas to Ukrainians in First Half of 2020. https://

www.schengenvisainfo.com/news/poland-granted-44-2-fewer-visas-to-ukrainians-in-first-half-of-2020/

143  Semchuck., K., 2020. The pandemic has returned migrant workers to Ukraine. Will they stay?. https://www.

opendemocracy.net/en/odr/pandemic-has-returned-migrant-workers-ukraine-will-they-stay/



Understanding the Situation for Female Migrants 

I N T R O D U C T I O N

WONDER FOUNDATION68

2. Female Migrants in Spain: A Snapshot 

2.1. General landscape

In January 2020 there were 5.235.375 foreigners residing 
in Spain, of whom roughly 51% were female. Approximately 
43.8% of female migrants came from other European 
countries whilst 21.9% came from South America; 17.1% from 
Africa; 7.7% from Central America and the Caribbean; 7.6% 
from Asia; 1.7% from North America; and 0.1% from Oceania. 
The 10 most significant countries of origin were Morocco, 
Romania, United Kingdom, Colombia, Italy, Venezuela, China, 
Honduras, Germany and Ecuador, together accounting for 
over half of all foreign residents.
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144 Organización Internacional para las Migraciones – Representación en España (2015). Estudio sobre la 

situación laboral de la mujer inmigrante en España; pp. 14.

145 Graph prepared with the information provided by the Spanish National Institute of Statistics (INE) 

regarding immigration flows by nationality, using the data from the ten most significant countries of origin 

in 2020, excluding West Europe (UK, Italy and Germany) due to the different sociodemographic profile of 

immigrants from this region (significantly richer, more educated; mostly either working in high skilled jobs or 

moving to Spain after retirement).

146 Available in: https://g1.globo.com/mundo/noticia/2019/04/30/cronologia-relembre-os-fatos-mais-

importantes-na-crise-venezuelana.ghtml

Spain saw immigrations flows grow rapidly and steadily  
from the early 2000s until the 2008/2009 economic crisis.  
In 2009, the female immigrant population stabilized and from 
2012 it began to slowly decrease144.The countries of origin of 
immigrants has also changed in the last ten years, as shown 
in the graph below 145:

Figure 13. Immergration Flows (in thousands)
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Two changes in the immigration flows are especially 
noteworthy: 

• Chinese immigration has steadily increased in the  
past decade- they are now the 4th country of original and 
account for 4% of all immigrants in Spain. Considering the 
steady increase of this nationality presence in Spain and 
the change it represents to the traditional landscape of 
immigration in Spain (dominated by Latin America, Eastern 
Europe and northern African countries). It is surprisingly 
hard to find recent information regarding this population’s 
integration into Spanish society. 

146 Available in: https://g1.globo.com/mundo/noticia/2019/04/30/cronologia-relembre-os-fatos-mais-

importantes-na-crise-venezuelana.ghtml

• The Venezuelan and Colombian flow increased 
significantly from 2015. Venezuela has faced escalating 
economic and political crises following the death of Hugo 
Chavez in 2013 aggravated by the oil crisis in 2014146. It 
is possible that at least some Colombian nationals came 
from Venezuela, which until 2019 accounted for 30% of 
Colombian emigration. Additionally, from.December 2015 
Colombians no longer needed a tourist visa to come to 
Spain and can stay for up to 90 days, which could have 
facilitated immigration.
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2.2. Demographic profiles

The profile of female immigration in Spain is immensely 
varied. Moroccan, Romanian and Chinese women are in a 
particularly vulnerable situation, since they usually do not 
speak the language (unlike most Colombian, Venezuelan and 
Honduran immigrants) nor come to Spain to retire or work in 
highly skilled positions (as is the case for most women from 
the United Kingdom, Italy and Germany). 

Moroccan women typically come to Spain to join family 
members, often their husbands. Of the ten most significant 
migrant origin groups, they are arguably the most vulnerable, 
with the lowest levels of education, highest levels of 
unemployment (working outside of home is not always 
culturally accepted), low salaries, high levels of temporary 
work and low occupational mobility 147.  Romanian women, 
in turn, typically come to Spain searching for better work 
conditions. Most have completed high school and are 
married. They are highly active in the work market, usually 
in non-qualified positions in the primary sector and auxiliary 
services such as cleaning 148.  Chinese women, in turn, started 
arriving in significant numbers from 2002, searching for better 
work conditions and family reunion. Most have completed 
high school and are married. They have high employment 
levels, mostly working in commerce or hospitality149.

147 Moreno-Colom, S., & López-Roldán, P. (2018). El impacto de la crisis en las trayectorias laborales de las 

mujeres inmigrantes en España. Cuadernos De Relaciones Laborales, 36(1), 65-87.

148 Idem.

149  Molpeceres Álvarez, L. (2012). Situación laboral de las mujeres inmigrantes en España. Cuadernos de 

Relaciones Laborales Vol. 30, núm. 1, p. 91-113

150 Red Acoge, 2017.

151  Molpeceres Álvarez, L. (2012). Situación laboral de las mujeres inmigrantes en España. Cuadernos de 

Relaciones Laborales, 30(1), 91–113.

Looking at female migrants more generally, Red Acoge, a 
foundation that aims to promote the rights of immigrants 
in Spain, collected data in 2016 on 204 female immigrants 
who came from Africa, America, Asia and Europe (excluding 
the EU)150. Main findings showed that most of the female 
immigrants were between 36 and 45 years old (37.75%) and 
had a good level of Spanish (57%). A majority (85%) were 
mothers and of those most (80%) had at least two children. 
The research also uncovered that religion was a significant 
aspect of the life of female immigrants, with 60% declaring 
to be highly practicing in their religion. As expected, the 
main stated reasons for immigration were the improvement 
of economic conditions (40.75%) and family reunification 
(24.8%). 

Data shows that female migrants, more than male  
immigrants or Spanish women, work in jobs that demand  
low qualification, being often overqualified for them. In 
general, female migrants also suffer from lower salaries, 
elevated job rotation, precarious work conditions and non-
formalized work relationships151.
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152 Red Acoge, 2017.

153 Organización Internacional para las Migraciones – Representación en España (2015). Estudio sobre la 

situación laboral de la mujer inmigrante en España.

154 Organización Internacional para las Migraciones – Representación en España (2015). Estudio sobre la 

situación laboral de la mujer inmigrante en España.

155 Molpeceres Álvarez, L. (2012). Situación laboral de las mujeres inmigrantes en España. Cuadernos de 

Relaciones Laborales, 30(1), 91–113.

156 Idem.

157 Organización Internacional para las Migraciones – Representación en España (2015). Estudio sobre la 

situación laboral de la mujer inmigrante en España.

Education Only 2.4% of the female immigrant population in Spain didn’t have any formal education; 12.3% had 
completed primary education; 43.8% had a secondary education; 13.4% a professional qualification;  
and 28% tertiary education152.  

Employment 48% of women were formally employed, 14% are working informally and 38% are unemployed  
(an increase of 240% since 2006)153.

50.4% of female immigrants in Spain worked for a salary that was lower than the national minimum 
wage and 83% had a monthly income below €999. Only 2.4% had a monthly income equal to or above 
€2000. Additionally, 96.5% of the female immigrant population earns less than the average income for 
the Spanish women. Regarding the data for female immigrant households, 91% has an income below 
the national average with 65% below half the national average154.

Main sectors: hospitality, commerce and domestic work - all traditionally characterized to be more 
“feminine” in a gender segregated work market155. The domestic work, specifically, is the first job of 
almost 70% of all female immigrants and keep being the most relevant occupation, representing 40.3% 
of the employed156. 

Comparing the 4 autonomous communities of Spain (Andalucia, Cataluña, Valencia and 
Madrid), Madrid shows the best scenario employment scenario: while for the first three the 
unemployment rates for foreign women are between 30%-35%, Madrid’s rate is 22%. There, 70% of the 
employed female immigrants worked within basic manual occupations (of which 65% worked in the 
sector of domestic work and care); 12% in qualified manual occupations; 9% in medium-high qualified 
occupations; and 2% were part of micro and small enterprises. Also, 19% were working without a formal 
contract; 36% had temporary contracts; and 41% a permanent contract157.

Table 9
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2.3. Challenges affecting female immigrants

Immigrant women in Spain suffer from a triple discrimination: 
for being women, for working in jobs with low social status 
and for being immigrants158. Gender and ethnic discrimination 
occur mainly in the work environment, with the last also 
strongly present in everyday situations such as walking 
in a park or street (31.07%)159. Even so, in the previously 
mentioned survey undertaken by Red Acoge, 78.22% of the 
interviewees consider that the situation for women in Spain is 
better than in their home countries, with 58.44% perceiving an 
improvement in freedom and rights160. 

Far from being a question of perception, this discrimination 
has very real and painful consequences, the most dangerous 
of them being the exposure to violence.  Migrant women 
in Spain are significantly more likely to experience gender-
based violence than Spanish-born women, and segregating 
by nationality, women from Colombia, Romania, Ecuador and 
Morocco are the most likely victims161:

Such challenges also impact the health conditions of female 
immigrant women, with 43% declaring that their health 
worsened due to the migration process. Regarding mental 
health specifically, approximately half of immigrant women 
report feeling sad frequently and suffering from stress and 
anxiety while one third declared having family problems 
caused by immigration. When assessing their main problems 
regarding living in Spain, the number one mentioned 
is psychological suffering due to economic and work 
difficulties162. A good health condition is a basic precondition 
for the enjoyment of all aspects of life, being recognized 
as one of the universal human rights. Consequently, the 
immigration toll on women’s health cannot be ignored.

159 Red Acoge, 2017.

160 Red Acoge, 2017.

161  Delegación Gobierno para la Violencia de Genero (2015). Macroencuesta de Violencia contra la Mujer 2015.

162  Red Acoge, 2017.

Gender Violence

Agent Situation Victims

Immigrants (%)  Spanish-born women (%)

From partners and/or 
ex-partners

Any gender-based violence  27.7 14

Physical violence  20.5 9.5

Sexual violence  15.3 7.6

Control  42.7 24.3

Emotional violence  34.7  21.3

Economic violence 21.2 21.2

From non-partners  Gender-based physical violence 16.5 10.9

Sexual violence 9.7 6.9

Table 10. Gender Violence
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2.4. Learning the local language

The ability to speak the language significantly changes one’s 
social integration, allowing for autonomous participation in 
day-to-day activities, confidence in work interactions and a 
greater sense of belonging. In Spain, this can be particularly 
challenging since the country has eight recognized languages. 
But in Madrid, location of the FATIMA project, Spanish is the 
official one.

As seen above, many migrant women in Spain originate from 
Spanish-speaking countries, which explain why 56.93% of 
women in the Red Acoge survey felt they had a good grasp 
of Spanish163- a slightly higher percentage of that immigrants 
with Spanish as mother tongue164. Nevertheless, 14% felt 
they needed improvement in their Spanish skills. Most were 
trying to improve their language abilities by communicating 
with those around them, with only 40% attending a Spanish 
course. Results showed that 20.9% of those who did not 
know Spanish suffered from lack of motivation and 17.7% 
from lack of time165.  

There are hundreds of centres in  Spain offering language 
courses oriented towards foreigners in diverse formats - all 
available in “El español en España”, a web portal maintained 
by Instituto Cervantes166. There are two main problems 
regarding the accessibility of these courses: first, most of 
them are only offered in English, German and French (thus 
hampering the comprehension for migrants that do not speak 
those languages); second, the courses are paid, rendering 
them inaccessible for migrants in vulnerable conditions. To 
counter this, there are a number of organizations (mostly 
non-profit) offering free language courses for immigrants, 
especially in Madrid (including the Municipality itself). The 
time of classes (lunch time, late evening or nights) show a 
concern with their accessibility167.

163 Red Acoge, 2017.

164 INE, 2007.

165 Red Acoge, 2017.

166 Available in: https://eee.cervantes.es/es/index.asp

167 Some of the available free Spanish courses offered are: Some of those are: Red Acoge (present in 8 

municipalities); ASILIM – Asociación para la integración liguística del inmigrante en Madrid; Escuela Popular de 

Prosperidad (Madrid); Casa la Tabacalera de Lavapiés (Madrid); AFROAID España (Madrid).

2.5. Wellbeing and Integration  

As seen above, immigrant women disproportionately suffer 
from anxiety, stress, sadness and loneliness. Also, despite 
the high level of occupation, they continuously suffer 
from discrimination, gender violence and precarious work 
conditions. All these factors are strong indicators that social 
integration of immigrants in the Spanish society is far from 
the levels one could hope – a lacking that is affecting migrant 
women general wellbeing. 

Many immigrants (39%) from Red Acoge consider that 
their situation in Spain is worse than expected, identifying 
deteriorated relationships with partners and children, poorer 
friendships and low personal safety168. Whilst almost half 
of migrants in the study had extended family in Spain, many 
struggled to build further social connections, which are 
signalled as “sporadic”. Those they did build were mostly 
with people of their same nationality (40%), with ethnic 
connections appearing as the highest mean of access to the 
work market for female immigrants169. The connections made 
for social support are also greatly gendered: more often 
than not, women will reach to other women. Non-profit and 
employee agencies are the principal mean to access work 
for only 9.3% of the women170, which suggests that they are 
not connecting well with migrant women, and thus not being 
able to improve the traditional lack of employment mobility in 
these groups.

168 Red Acoge, 2017.

169  Organización Internacional para las Migraciones – Representación en España (2015). Estudio sobre la 

situación laboral de la mujer inmigrante en España.

170 Organización Internacional para las Migraciones – Representación en España (2015). Estudio sobre la 

situación laboral de la mujer inmigrante en España.
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Of particular concern, 5% of women immigrants in Spain 
declared having no social relationships whatsoever apart 
from immediate family, with 13.2% stating not to share 
personal problems with anyone171 and 22% to not share 
their leisure time with anyone172. Even though the numbers 
already paint a dire picture, in reality the situation is likely to 
be worse, as the most disconnected women would not have 
participated in research surveys. 

Poor social integration does not seem to be the result of 
choice, since over 70% of surveyed immigrant women 
declared that having contact and participation with the culture 
of the host country is important or very important for them173. 
One possible justification for the lack of social integration 
can be time scarcity. Juggling work (for many, surpassing 8 
hours/day) and domestic responsibilities, migrant women 
estimate, on average, to have only 1.5 hour a day of “free 
time”  174. This condition is particularly highlighted by the fact 
that when dividing the most relevant domestic tasks, female 
immigrants are distinctively overburdened175:

On a more optimistic note, Spain is considered to show a 
high commitment to immigrant integration. The country has 
a National Plan for Citizenship Integration since 2007 and 
such integration policies were ranked high in the EU Migrant 
Integration Policy Index (12º in 2015). Unfortunately, this trend 
appears to be reverting after the 2008/2009 crisis. In 2000, 
undocumented immigrants were given access to extended 
welfare benefits such as health and education, but this was 
restricted in 2012 for documented migrants, minors below 
18, pregnant women, and people in emergency situations 176. 
Considering that it is estimated that between 11% and 13% of 
the immigrant population in Spain is undocumented, it means 
that between 390.000 and 470.000 people are excluded from 
political participation and most social rights (education, 
health, social protection, subsidized housing177.

Domestic task

Responsibility (%)

Female household 
head

Family member 
(women)

Family member  
(men)

No one

Cooking 76 8.7 0.9 0.2

Cleaning 75 7.1 0.5 0.2

Shopping 67.7 6.4 2.7 0.5

House administration 67.5 4.1 3.2 2.1

Children's educational 
support

26.8 - 0.7 58.3

171 Red Acoge, 2017

172 Idem.

173  Idem.

174  Organización Internacional para las Migraciones – Representación en España (2015). Estudio sobre la situación laboral 

de la mujer inmigrante en España

175  Idem.

176 Arango, Joaquin, Exceptional in Europe? Spain’s experience with inmigration and integration; Washington DC: Migration 

Policy Institute

177 PICUM, 2016 (“Los migrantes irregulars y la estrategia Europa 2020: Haciendo de la inclusión social una realidade para 

todos los migrantes en España”).

Table 11. Responsibility (%)
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2.6. Motherhood as a migrant

A significant majority of female immigrants not only live with 
children but are responsible for all or almost all domestic 
responsibilities, including those related to their care. While 
in Spanish nationals’ households women typically execute 
twice the domestic work of men, migrant women typically 
undertake 7 times the domestic labour of their male 
counterparts178.

In Spain, pregnancy-related healthcare is guaranteed for all 
female immigrants, documented or not. Also, all immigrants 
under 18 (again, documented or not) have access to free 
elementary education from the age of 3, and the public  
health care system according to the Foreign Law in  
Spain179. However, childcare can still be an issue for  
mothers of under 3s. 

2.7. Impact of Coronavirus 

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected lives worldwide, but 
the specific impact on immigrants cannot be overlooked. 
Immediately, travel restrictions across countries and the 
closure of several public institutions prevented family 
reunions and visa renovations. Migrants, especially women, 
face the following challenges:  

First, for those working in informal settings such as street 
vendors and domestic care, isolation measurements and 
the economic recession that followed put their own survival 
at risk. The lack of social security has been used in favour 
of employees, with increasing complains not only from 
unilaterally rescind contracts or decreasing work hours but 
also of gruesome abuse and overwork180.

178  Idem.

179 Ley Orgánica 4/2000

180 Available in: https://saludconlupa.com/noticias/desde-espana-la-pandemia-pone-en-riesgo-el-refugio-de-

los-inmigrantes/; https://elpais.com/espana/2020-03-19/las-restricciones-por-el-coronavirus-paralizan-las-

expulsiones-de-inmigrantes.html; https://elpais.com/elpais/2020/03/27/migrados/1585311484_330092.html; 

https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-latina-52076051; 

181 Available in: https://www.lavanguardia.com/vida/20200204/473285144634/coronavirus-xenofobia-casos-

espana-europa-racismo.html

182 Available in: https://www.diariosur.es/sociedad/nosoyunvirus-comunidad-china-20200203193654-nt.html

Second, the financial or physical impossibility of following 
isolation measures has put the health of immigrants 
disproportionately in danger. In Madrid, 41% of those 
infected in the first months of the  virus were foreign: three 
times higher than for Spanish nationals. The main causes 
indicated are the difficulty to undertake proper isolation 
due to habitation size and number of occupants and the 
precariousness of work situation.

Third, for immigrants of Asian origin (a significant portion 
of Spanish immigration), cases of xenophobia have also 
increased, . Following campaigns of France and Italy, young 
residents of Chinese ascendency started the “#No soy un 
virus (#I am not a virus)” campaign in the social media in 
response to the rise of xenophobia in the country due to  
the pandemic182.
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3. Migrant women in Slovenia: A snapshot 

In 2017, when FATIMA started, 43% of international migrants 
in Slovenia were female183. Data shows that the number 
of migrant women in Slovenia increased six-fold between 
1995 and 2016)184; from 2011 to 2018 the number of female 
migrants in Slovenia increased from 25,728 to 43,019185. As 
a percentage of the female population, migrants have risen 
from 2.4% in 2011 to 4.1% in 2018186. This rise can be seen 
as part of a more general increase in migration to Slovenia, 
especially in the last few years. (see figure below)187. Despite 
this growing rise in migration to Slovenia, there remains a vast 
lack in research as well as support services for migrants. 

Ninety percent of female migrants living in Slovenia are from 
Europe (90%), 85% being from the former Yugoslavia188. Until 
1991, Slovenia was one of five republics which made up the 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia189. Today 49% of all foreign 
migrants in 2018 according to SURS190 in Slovenia come 
from Bosnia and Herzegovina, although it is unclear how long 
these migrants have been living in Slovenia and whether they 
lived in Slovenia prior to its independence in 1991. 
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183 Lenarčič, B. and Sedmak, M., 2020. Reproductive Health of Migrant Women in Slovenia: State of the Art. 

In: S. Licen, I. Karnjus and M. Prosen eds. Women, Migrations and Health Ensuring Transcultural Healthcare. 

INTEGRA. 35-59

184 Lenarčič, B. and Sedmak, M., 2020. Reproductive Health of Migrant Women in Slovenia: State of the Art. 

In: S. Licen, I. Karnjus and M. Prosen eds. Women, Migrations and Health Ensuring Transcultural Healthcare. 

INTEGRA. 35-59

185 Lenarčič, B. and Sedmak, M., 2020. Reproductive Health of Migrant Women in Slovenia: State of the Art. 

In: S. Licen, I. Karnjus and M. Prosen eds. Women, Migrations and Health Ensuring Transcultural Healthcare. 

INTEGRA. 35-59

186 Lenarčič, B. and Sedmak, M., 2020. Reproductive Health of Migrant Women in Slovenia: State of the Art. 

In: S. Licen, I. Karnjus and M. Prosen eds. Women, Migrations and Health Ensuring Transcultural Healthcare. 

INTEGRA. 35-59

187 Ministry of the Interior of the Republic of Slovenia. (2019) Integration of Foreigners. Ministry of the Interior 

of the Republic of Slovenia. Available at: http://www.mnz.gov.si/en/services/slovenia_your_new_country/

integration_of_foreigners/ [Accessed 14/08/19] 

188 Lenarčič, B. and Sedmak, M., 2020. Reproductive Health of Migrant Women in Slovenia: State of the Art. 

In: S. Licen, I. Karnjus and M. Prosen eds. Women, Migrations and Health Ensuring Transcultural Healthcare. 

INTEGRA. 35-59

189 Ličen, S., Karnjuš, I & Prosen, M. (Eds.) 2019. Women, migrations and health: Ensuring transcultural 

healthcare (pp. 107–116). Koper, Slovenia: University of Primorska Press. https://doi.org/10.26493/978-961-

7055-43-6. 107-116. 

190 Slovenian national statistical agency (SURS, see http:// pxweb.stat.si).

Figure 14. Net Migration, Slovenia
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The majority of non-European migrants come from China 
followed by Thailand and the Dominican Republic191. There 
is little research on why migrants are arriving from these 
countries in particular, although over the past decades 
increasing numbers of Chinese migrants have been moving 
to Eastern Europe for entrepreneurial opportunities192,193. The 
rapid growth of Thai massage parlours in Slovenia over recent 
years likely explains the growth in migrant Thai women. 
According to the Slovenian Official Business Register, AJPES, 
in 2017 there were 38 Thai massage centres in Slovenia. 
For a nation of 2 million people, this is a significant number’ 
194(p.218). The massage industry is dominated by female 
Thai migrants and this correlates with the high numbers of 
Thai women moving to Slovenia. For example, In 2015, the 
data lists 212 Thai migrants, 191 of them female195. In their 
research on Thai Massage Services in Slovenia, Horvat and 
Pušnik (2019) highlight that Slovenian customers regard 
Thai women to be better and more ‘authentic’ in the context 
of massage services196. Some of these massage services 
also include erotic and sex massages as part of their service. 
However, there remains very limited data or research on this 
new wave of massage services. For example, to what extent 
are Thai women forced into sex/massage work and how are 
they treated by employers and customers? 
 
Whilst there are no conclusive studies on the stories and 
circumstances of female migrants from the Dominican 
Republic, this group of migrants is often mentioned in 
relation to reports on trafficking through and to Slovenia, the 
majority of whom ‘are being trafficked for purposes of sexual 
exploitation’197. Whilst many migrants within these contexts 
do have legal working permits, they are often in exploitative 
relationships in which employers use subtle methods to push 
them into financial dependence (financial sanctioning for 
breaking house rules and rules at work, fictitious minimum 
wage, repayment of debt from acquiring the work permit 
and transport to Slovenia, etc.)198.  I return to trafficking and 
prostitution in more depth below. 

The average age of a migrant woman in Slovenia is 33.7 
years. However, this number differs depending on the socio-
economic and geographical background of migrants. Those 
from wealthier states tend to be older, whilst those from less 
wealthy states tend to be younger199. One reason for this 
suggested by Lenarčič and Sedmak is that ‘whereas women 
from less developed countries migrate to Slovenia mainly for 
economic (work opportunities) and matrimonial purposes, 
women from more developed countries migrate for other 
reasons, such as searching for a better quality of life’ (p.40)200. 
Geographically, the majority of female migrants live in Central 
Slovenia which is also where the capital, Ljubljana is situated 
(40,716), followed by the Drava region which borders both 
Austria and Croatia (161,607), the Savinja region which 
neighbours central Slovenia (14,974) and finally the Coastal-
Karst region which shares a border with Italy (11,910)201. 

The educational level of migrant women living in Slovenia  
 is one of the lowest in Europe202. In 2011 and in 2015 almost 
50% of all migrant women had no higher than primary 
school education; almost 40% had high school education 
and approximately 10% had higher education qualifications 
(university)203. There are high unemployment levels amongst 
female migrants. In particular amongst migrants from former 
Yugoslavia states204. This as I highlight in the following 
sections plays a substantial role in their independence  
and vulnerability to domestic abuse. 

191 Slovenian national statistical agency (SURS, see http:// pxweb.stat.si).

192 Bonnell, Victoria E., and Thomas Gold, editors. 2002. The New Entrepreneurs

of Europe and Asia: Patterns of Business Development in Russia, Eastern

Europe, and China. M.E. Sharpe

193 Nyíri, P. (2003), Chinese Migration to Eastern Europe. International Migration, 41: 239-265. https://doi.

org/10.1111/1468-2435.00248

194 Vidmar Horvat K, Pušnik M. 2019. In Strangers’ Hands: Thai Massage Services in Slovenia. Cultural 

Sociology;13(2):217-232. P. 218.  doi:10.1177/1749975518803226

195 Dolenc D, Miklič E, Razpotnik B, et al. (2013) Ljudje, družine, stanovanja: registrski popis 2011 [People, 

Families, Housing: Census 2011]. Ljubljana: SURS.

196 Vidmar Horvat K, Pušnik M. 2019. In Strangers’ Hands: Thai Massage Services in Slovenia. Cultural 

Sociology;13(2):217-232. P. 218.  doi:10.1177/1749975518803226

197 https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/member-states/slovenia_en

198 https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/member-states/slovenia_en

199 Lenarčič, B. and Sedmak, M., 2020. Reproductive Health of Migrant Women in Slovenia: State of the Art. 

In: S. Licen, I. Karnjus and M. Prosen eds. Women, Migrations and Health Ensuring Transcultural Healthcare. 

INTEGRA. 35-59

200 Lenarčič, B. and Sedmak, M., 2020. Reproductive Health of Migrant Women in Slovenia: State of the Art. 

In: S. Licen, I. Karnjus and M. Prosen eds. Women, Migrations and Health Ensuring Transcultural Healthcare. 

INTEGRA. 35-59

201 Lenarčič, B. and Sedmak, M., 2020. Reproductive Health of Migrant Women in Slovenia: State of the Art. 

In: S. Licen, I. Karnjus and M. Prosen eds. Women, Migrations and Health Ensuring Transcultural Healthcare. 

INTEGRA. 35-59 

202 Lenarčič, B. and Sedmak, M., 2020. Reproductive Health of Migrant Women in Slovenia: State of the Art. 

In: S. Licen, I. Karnjus and M. Prosen eds. Women, Migrations and Health Ensuring Transcultural Healthcare. 

INTEGRA. 35-59

203 Lenarčič, B. and Sedmak, M., 2020. Reproductive Health of Migrant Women in Slovenia: State of the Art. 

In: S. Licen, I. Karnjus and M. Prosen eds. Women, Migrations and Health Ensuring Transcultural Healthcare. 

INTEGRA. 35-59

204  Lenarčič, B. and Sedmak, M., 2020. Reproductive Health of Migrant Women in Slovenia: State of the Art. 

In: S. Licen, I. Karnjus and M. Prosen eds. Women, Migrations and Health Ensuring Transcultural Healthcare. 

INTEGRA. 35-59
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3.1. Challenges affecting female migrants in Slovenia

There are a variety of factors that contribute to the 
vulnerability of female migrants in Slovenia.  Migrant 
women face many challenges within both the public and 
private sphere, including exploitative working conditions, 
discrimination, hate crimes, higher chances of being victims 
of trafficking and lack of access and discrimination within 
health care. European funded programmes such as ‘Project: 
Protect’ have been put in place to prevent and support victims 
of ‘sexual and gender based violence against migrants’ in 
Slovenia205. However, overall there remains a lack of research 
into the challenges faced by female migrants and a lack of 
governmental initiative to support and prevent growing issues 
of racism and discrimination faced by migrants in Slovenia. 

205 https://slovenia.iom.int/activities/protect-preventing-sexual-and-gender-based-violence-against-migrants-

and-strengthening

206 Sotlar, A. and Tominc, B., 2019. Perception of Security Phenomena in Local Communities in Slovenia. 

Revija za kriminalistiko in kriminologijo / Ljubljana 70 / 439–454

207  Botrić, V. (2016). Attitudes Towards Immigrants, Immigration Policies and Labour Market Outcomes: 

Comparing Croatia with Hungary and Slovenia. Croation International Relations Review, 22(76), 5–28.

208 Sotlar, A. and Tominc, B., 2019. Perception of Security Phenomena in Local Communities in Slovenia. 

Revija za kriminalistiko in kriminologijo / Ljubljana 70 / 439–454

3.2. Public opinion on immigration

Since 2015, following the so-called ‘refugee crisis’ there has 
been rising fear and negative opinion regarding immigration in 
Slovenia. The figure below demonstrates that mass migration 
was one of the key issues participants were concerned 
about206. Another report compiled by Botrić 207  highlights that 
in comparison to other countries such as Croatia, Slovenian 
residents reported a ‘less than average conviction that their 
country experiences benefits from previous migration flows’. 
This negative public opinion towards migration can be better 
understood when we look at the negative ways in which 
migrants are portrayed on different media platforms. 

How 
concerned  
are you 
about…

Terrorist 
Attacks

Natural 
Disasters 
(floods, 
earthquakes)

Technological 
Disasters (oil 
spills, nuclear 
incidents)

Armed 
Conflict

Socio-economic 
crisis (lower 
standard, 
unemployment)

Mass Migration 
(refugees, illegal 
and economic 
migrations)

Very 
Concerned

16.5 10.6 13.7 14.8 29.9 33.9

Somewhat 
Concerned

31.3 38.0 34.6 30.4 49.1 42.1

A Little 
Concerned

38.0 39.6 40.0 38.7 18.0 20.2

Not at all 
concerned

13.2 11.4 10.7 15.0 2.6 3.2

I do not know; 
no answer

1.0 0.4 1.0 1.1 0.4 0.6

Table 12. Concerns about natural and man-made disasters (in %)208

https://slovenia.iom.int/activities/protect-preventing-sexual-and-gender-based-violence-against-migrants-and-strengthening
https://slovenia.iom.int/activities/protect-preventing-sexual-and-gender-based-violence-against-migrants-and-strengthening
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3.3 Stigmatising and discriminatory media discourse 
against migrants

Since 2000 there has been an exponential rise in ‘an explicitly 
stigmatising and discriminatory media discourse’ against 
migrants (p.6)209. Bajt210 highlights that since August 2015, 
online anti-immigration platforms have also been on the 
rise, especially via facebook, including: “Slovenia Guard 
Your Borders” (Slovenija Zavaruj Meje), “Radical Ljubljana” 
(Radikalna Ljubljana), “STOP Migrants to Slovenia” (STOP 
migrantom v Slovenijo) or “Slovenian Militia” (Slovenska 
milica). These groups fuel online hate speech against 
migrants. Whilst there were calls to have these groups shut 
down, no official action has been taken. Over the years 
these groups have gained more followers, and continue to 
post hate speech daily on their home pages, spreading fear 
and hatred of migrants. Bajt argues that Slovenia lacks the 
legal mechanisms to fight and stop hate speech, meaning 
that people can simply write whatever they like, including 
calls for the annihilation of refugees and the state remains 
silent211. This in turn incites more hate crimes on the streets 
of Slovenia and negatively affects many spheres of  
migrant’s lives.  

According to the European Union Agency for Fundamental 
Rights, 2018 ‘There is no specific data collection or statistics 
regarding hate crimes’ in Slovenia. The council of Europe 
also argued that whilst discrimination is a growing issue in 
Slovenia, ‘necessary data to combat racial discrimination 
is lacking’212. Without the relevant research, it becomes 
easier for the Slovenian government to turn a blind eye. It 
also makes it harder for non-governmental organisations to 
become aware of the issues and receive appropriate funding 
to initiate support. 

209 Hrovat, L., Gregorčič, M. and Bajt, V., 2007. Integration of new female migrants in Slovenian labor market 

and society and policies affecting integration: State of the Art. Working Paper No. 8 – WP4. Available at: http://

www.femipol.uni-frankfurt.de/docs/working_papers/wp3/Slovenia.pdf 

210 Bajt, V. (2016) Who “Belongs”? Migration, Nationalism and National Identity in Slovenia, Journal of Ethnic 

Studies, 76, p. 49-66 

211 Bajt, V. (2016) Who “Belongs”? Migration, Nationalism and National Identity in Slovenia, Journal of Ethnic 

Studies, 76, p. 49-66

212 ECRI REPORT ON SLOVENIA. 2019. https://rm.coe.int/090000168094cb00

213 United States Department of State, 2018 Trafficking in Persons Report - Slovenia, 28 June 2018, available 

at: https://www.refworld.org/docid/5b3e0a864.html

214 United States Department of State, 2018 Trafficking in Persons Report - Slovenia, 28 June 2018, available 

at: https://www.refworld.org/docid/5b3e0a864.html

3.4. Trafficking and sexual violence

Slovenia is a key transit, destination and source country in 
which men, women and children are trafficked for purposes 
of commercial sexual exploitation, forced criminal activities 
and forced begging213. Trafficking in Slovenia predominantly 
affects female foreign workers and often also female 
minors from a range of countries214. As I mentioned in the 
introduction, one migrant group heavily affected by trafficking 
are women from the Dominican Republic. However, trafficking 
and sexual exploitation also affects migrant women and  
girls from countries including Ukraine, Slovakia, Romania  
and Moldova215,216.

Project: Protect was set up in 2018 to prevent sexual and 
gender-based violence against migrants and strengthen 
support to victims in Slovenia. This project was funded by the 
European Union’s Rights, Equality and Citizenship Programme 
but ended in March 2020. The aim of the project was ‘to 
strengthen the capacities of existing national support services 
for sexual and gender based violence (SGBV) to coordinate 
better and make these systems available for refugee, migrant 
and asylum seeker victims and potential victims of SGBV. 
The project also aims to raise awareness about SGBV and 
empower migrant communities.’217  Evaluations of the project 
have not been published, making it difficult to know to what 
extent the project was successful and what sustainable 
measures have been put in place to prevent sexual and 
gender based violence in the future. 

215 Danijela Frangež & Aleš Bučar Ručman (2017) Specific forms of human trafficking in Slovenia: overview 

and preventive measures, Police Practice and Research, 18:3, 230-244, DOI: 10.1080/15614263.2017.1291562

216 Zimic, S., Kavčič, U., Pajnik, M. & Lesjak-Tušek, P., 2003. Where in the Puzzle: Trafficking from, to and 

through Slovenia. International Organization for Migration, Ljubljana. 

217 PROTECT - Preventing SGBV against migrants and strengthening support to victims. International 

Organization for Migration (IOM). Available at: https://www.sogica.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/

PROTECT-Project-Summary.pdf



Understanding the Situation for Female Migrants 

I N T R O D U C T I O N

WONDER FOUNDATION80

3.5. Domestic violence

A study by Vah Jevšnik (2016)218  documented that migrant 
women in Slovenia, in particular those without legal residency, 
were at highest risk of domestic violence. Key factors for this 
vulnerability include: lack of legal personal income; lack of 
access to support services; unemployment and dependency 
on perpetrator for fear of deportation. A delegation of the 
Council of Europe's Group of Experts on Action against 
Violence against Women and Domestic Violence (GREVIO) 
carried out an evaluation visit to Slovenia from 28 to 30 
September 2020219. Meetings were held with representatives 
from different Ministries as well as representatives of civil 
society and NGOs working in the area of violence against 
women, including those with a specific focus on migrant 
women220. Grevio will publish a report on the findings in 2021 
(specific date not given). 

3.6 Lack of access and discrimination in health care

Studies have highlighted the unequal access to healthcare 
and treatment between migrants and non-migrants in 
Slovenia221,222. Prior to the migrant crisis, access to health 
care in Slovenia was highly dependent on factors including 
the individual’s employment, citizenship and family status223. 
Consequently the EU provided funding from 2015-17224  to 
improve migrants’ access to health services and psychosocial 
support for migrants and refugees; including victims of 
trafficking225. Migrant women continue to have limited  
access to a range of health information, goods, facilities 
and services226 due to a range of factors including: a lack of 

 218 Vah Jevšnik, M., 2016. VPLIV MIGRACIJSKEGA STATUSA NA RANLJIVOST ŽRTEV NASILJA V DRUŽINI. 

Socialno Delo. Vol. 55 Issue 1/2, p67-76. 

219 Council of Europe. 2020. Council of Europe’s expert group on violence against women visits Slovenia. 

https://www.coe.int/en/web/istanbul-convention/-/council-of-europe-s-expert-group-on-violence-against-

women-visits-slovenia

220 Council of Europe. 2020. Council of Europe’s expert

 group on violence against women visits Slovenia. https://www.coe.int/en/web/istanbul-convention/-/council-

of-europe-s-expert-group-on-violence-against-women-visits-slovenia

221 Lipovec Čebron U, Pistotnik S, Jazbinsek S, Farkas-Lainscak J. Evaluation of

the implementation of intercultural mediaton in preventive health-care

programmes in Slovenia. Pub health panorama. 2017;3:114-119. http://www.

euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/334394/9-Implementationintercultural-mediation.pdf?ua=1

222 Bofulin, M., & Bešter, R. (2010). Enako zdravstvo za vse? Imigranti v slovenskem

zdravstvenem sistemu. In M. Medvešek & R. Bešter (Eds.), Državljani tretjih

držav ali tretjerazredni državljani? Integracija državljanov tretjih držav v

Sloveniji (pp. 270–311). Ljubljana, Slovenia: Inštitut za narodnostna vprašanja.

223 Rajgelj, B. (2012). The effects of labour, citizenship and family status on the unequal treatment in health 

insurance, Slovenian Journal of Public Health, 51(1), 43-52. doi: https://doi.org/10.2478/v10152-012-0006-z

224 https://slovenia.iom.int/activities/refugee-and-migrant-emergency-response

225 https://slovenia.iom.int/activities/refugee-and-migrant-emergency-response

226 Lenarčič, B. and Sedmak, M., 2020. Reproductive Health of Migrant Women in Slovenia: State of the Art. 

In: S. Licen, I. Karnjus and M. Prosen eds. Women, Migrations and Health Ensuring Transcultural Healthcare. 

INTEGRA. 35-59

227 Lenarčič, B. and Sedmak, M., 2020. Reproductive Health of Migrant Women in Slovenia: State of the Art. 

In: S. Licen, I. Karnjus and M. Prosen eds. Women, Migrations and Health Ensuring Transcultural Healthcare. 

INTEGRA. 35-59

228  https://slovenia.iom.int/activities/mig-h-training-project-1

229 Pajnik, M. and Bajt, V., 2011. “Third Country” migrant workers as “third class non-citizens” in Slovenia. In M. 

Pajnik and G. Campani eds. Precarious Migrant Labour across Europe. Ljubljana: PEACE INSTITUTE. 

230 Pajnik, M. and Bajt, V., 2011. “Third Country” migrant workers as “third class non-citizens” in Slovenia. In M. 

Pajnik and G. Campani eds. Precarious Migrant Labour across Europe. Ljubljana: PEACE INSTITUTE. 

231 https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/governance/slovenia#:~:text=Slovenia%20introduced%20its%20

first%20and,between%20foreigners%20and%20Slovene%20citizens.

232 https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/governance/slovenia#:~:text=Slovenia%20introduced%20its%20

first%20and,between%20foreigners%20and%20Slovene%20citizens.

233 https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/news/slovenia-adopts-strategy-on-migration

entitlement to health services; communication obstacles; 
discriminatory practices and lack of cultural understanding; 
limited access to a range of health information, goods, 
facilities and services227. More recently, EU-funded migrant 
health training has been made available for health and law 
enforcement professionals228.

3.7. Access and quality of employment

Whilst the majority of migrant women work in the domestic 
and care sector, there are no legal mechanisms put in place 
that can protect or supervise the actual working conditions229. 
Consequently, employers often exploit the precarious 
situations within which migrant women find themselves by 
threatening to hire another person if they get ill or complain, 
forcing them to work over-time, underpaying them or paying 
them late230. 

3.8. Integration and Access to language learning

Learning and mastering Slovenian and finding legal access 
into the labour market are key steps of the integration 
process for all migrants. In 2008 Slovenia introduced its first 
and current Integration programme titled Initial Integration of 
Immigrants231, offering free language courses and insights 
into Slovene history, culture and constitution232. Since 
2019, with the introduction of a new Migration Strategy233, 
Slovenia has also taken a new approach towards integration 
in which they place ‘emphasis on the two way dynamic of 
integration’234. This has led to mutual introduction courses 
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234 https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/governance/slovenia

235  The Peace Institute. 2019.Strategy in the field of migration finally in the making in Slovenia. https://www.

mirovni-institut.si/en/strategy-in-the-field-of-migration-finally-in-the-making-in-slovenia-2/

236 https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/governance/slovenia

237 https://centerslo.si/en/about-us/projects/

238 https://centerslo.si/en/about-us/projects/

239 https://centerslo.si/en/about-us/projects/

240 Pajnik, M. and Bajt, V. (2012), Migrant Women’s Transnationalism: Family Patterns and Policies. 

International Migration, 50: 153-168. doi:10.1111/j.1468-2435.2010.00613.x

between migrants and Slovene citizens in which both groups 
are seen as responsible for integration and community 
cohesion. However local migration NGOs say that this 
strategy is unsatisfactory as ‘the focus has been (completely 
disproportionally) on irregular migrations, security issues, 
protection of the borders and asylum procedures, while the 
large majority of migrations in Slovenia represent economic 
migrations (The Peace Institute 2019)’235. 

3.9. Language courses

There are nine different language centres across Slovenia 
which provide free language courses. According to the 
European Commission, ‘Classes are also taught by a variety 
of institutions which  are selected through a call for tender 
for contract duration of generally 2 years’236. There does not 
exist a universal consensus as to how classes are taught, 
rather the structure, methods and content of classes are 
determined by each individual teacher. The Center for Slovene 
as a Second and Foreign Language at University of Slovenia 
offers language classes specifically for both migrants and 
their children237. These are funded by the European Union 
and the Ministry of Education and Sport of Slovenia. The 
idea behind these classes it to ensure ‘that migrant children 
and parents achieve greater communication skills in Slovene 
and thus also greater opportunities for successful education 
in Slovene schools and better social inclusion’238. These 
classes rely heavily on pictorial methods as well as sorting 
people into groups based on their level of Slovenian239. 
However, not everybody is entitled to language courses and 
the intensity and length of their class is heavily dependent on 
their residence permit as well as their duration of stay before 
registering for the programme. 

3.10. Motherhood as a migrant

A 2012 study found that the ‘effects of separation are 
emotionally heavily demanding, especially because the 
migrant women are often entangled in transnational 
mothering and emotional care at the same time as 
performing demanding care work for their employers’240. 
Migrant women who do migrate with their children have often 
found themselves isolated and without social networks on 
whom they can rely on for childcare241 . Not having childcare 
support can have detrimental effects on the integration of 
migrant women. For example, they cannot attend language 
courses if they are also caring for a young child. Nor can they 
find employment opportunities if they cannot get suitable 
childcare. As female migrants are generally the primary carers 
of their children, lack of childcare impacts them more than 
their male counterparts (EU commission)242 .We have found 
no evidence that this situation has changed. 

3.11. Impact of COVID-19 on female migrants in Slovenia

The Worker’s Counselling service in Slovenia has reported an 
increase in abuse of labour regulations for migrants since the 
onset of COVID-19243. Migrants have reported bosses refusing 
to give them sick leave or quarantine at home244; when 
migrants did become sick, they were either forced to continue 
working or sacked245, putting workers and the public at risk. 

241Pajnik, M. and Bajt, V. (2012), Migrant Women’s Transnationalism: Family Patterns and Policies. 

International Migration, 50: 153-168. doi:10.1111/j.1468-2435.2010.00613.x

242 https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/feature/integration-of-migrant-women

243 https://balkaninsight.com/2020/09/24/covid-19-quarantine-costing-migrant-workers-jobs-in-slovenia/

244 https://balkaninsight.com/2020/09/24/covid-19-quarantine-costing-migrant-workers-jobs-in-slovenia/

255 https://balkaninsight.com/2020/09/24/covid-19-quarantine-costing-migrant-workers-jobs-in-slovenia/
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The Slovenian government forced all NGOs to suspend 
their activities during COVID-19 246. These include important 
social organisations for migrant women, including free legal 
advice, counselling and in some cases also beneficiaries of 
international protection 247. For migrant women who often 
suffer discrimintaion and lack of access to governmental 
organisations, the suspension of NGOs during this period 
will likely have a large impact on their ability to seek help and 
support in a range of contexts, including exploitative working 
conditions, domestic violence and forced prostitution.

Only migrant women who are already recipients of financial 
social support and care allowance will receive a one-time 
allowance of EUR 150 (USD 175)248. This is likely to have little 
positive impact on their lives and circumstances and does 
not account for all the migrant women who find themselves 
in financially precarious situations as a direct result of  
the pandemic.

4. Female Immigrants in the United Kingdom:  
A snapshot

Unlike Spain, Poland and Slovenia, there is an abundance 
of information on migration in the UK. Despite this, it is 
difficult to quantify migration in the UK as there is no 
consensus on the definition of “immigrant” in UK culture or 
law249. Notwithstanding, immigration is a crucial aspect of 
the country’s modern reality and it is the 5th most common 
destination for international migrants250. 

In 2019, over 14% of the population of 66 million were born 
outside of the UK, a percentage that has grown strongly from 
2014 (9%). London, where the FATIMA Project took place, has 
the largest number of immigrants among all regions of the 
UK (about 35% of all foreign-born population)251. European 
Union countries still represent the largest share of immigrant 
flows but the rising trend since 2010 stagnated in 2016, 

246  http://www.forintegration.eu/pl/challenging-period-for-slovenia-coronavirus-outbreak-and-the-new-right-

wing-government

247 http://www.forintegration.eu/pl/challenging-period-for-slovenia-coronavirus-outbreak-and-the-new-right-

wing-government

248 https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/coronovirus_policy_measures_20_august.pdf

249 The only key distinction from a legal perspective is between ‘Persons Subject to Immigration Control’ and 

those ‘Not Subject to Immigration Control’. Hence, female migrants could refer to women who have moved to 

the UK from abroad or even those who were born in the UK but whose parents are, in some capacity, foreign 

(The Migration Observatory, 2019).

 250 https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/top-25-destinations-international-migrants

 251 Migration Observatory: Migrants in the UK: An overview (2020)



FAT I M A R E P O RT 8 3

after the BREXIT referendum252.Specifically, after the BREXIT 
referendum, the overall maintenance of Britains’ positive net 
immigration (and of long-term net migration, immigration and 
emigration rates) have remained broadly stable, driven by an 
increase in Non-EU immigrants253. New migration from Hong 
Kong will change this further254.

The only migrant group that has been a consistent target 
of integration policies are refugees -  family, economic and 
students migrants were mostly ignored up until the 2010s, 
when critiques of the policy history (and structural gaps) 
were strongly voiced. In response, in 2018, the e Ministry 
of Housing, Communities and Local Government (MHCLG) 
published an Integrated Communities Strategy Green Paper 
by a cross departmental action plan for England. Such 
policy, broad towards all UK immigrants had three pillars: 
boost English teaching, increase economic opportunities 
and promoting meaningful social contact. It refuted two 
anachronistic ideas:  that social integration means cultural 
assimilation and that it is only the responsibility of arriving 
immigrants and not the already settled/native community. 

252 Office of National Statistics – Estimation of the country population by country of birth (available in: )

243 Migration Observatory: Migrants in the UK: An overview (2020)

254 Hong Kong British National (Overseas) Visa RPC Opinion: N/A (legislation.gov.uk) 

255 Migration Observatory: Policy Primer: Integration (2020)

256 UN’s Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (GCM)

257  https://www.ons.gov.uk/

Even so, there is still a lack of a unified integration policy, 
which is furthered hampered by the unclear division of 
responsibility between the local government (closer and 
consequently more aware of the specific needs of the  
migrant community under its jurisdiction) and the central 
government (responsible for setting the rules and rights  
of each specific migrant group)255.

4.1. Female migrants

Women make up over half of the foreign-born population. 
Whilst  it has been globablly recognised that immigration 
experiences differ significantly by men and women, with 
different sets of vulnerabilities, gaps and inequalities, of  the 
89 datasets regarding immigration published by the Office of 
National Statistics, only 12 segregate the information by sex 
or gender257.
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Figure 15. Net migration by citizenship, UK, year ending June 2010 to year ending March 2020
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Looking specifically at female migration, in the last decade 
the the countries with the highest presence in the UK were 
(excluding Western Europe and USA) India, Poland and 
Pakistan:

Poland MoroccoIndia Pakistan Republic of Ireland
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Figure 16. Immigration stock by country of origin (in thousands) - 1st to 5th

Figure 17. Immigration stock by country of origin (in thousands) - 6th to 10th
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The migration of Polish women to the UK is particularly 
interesting: of the top five countries of origin, it Poland alone 
was not a British colony and, consequently, has never shared 
a common language with the UK. From 2004, migration 
from new EU-member Poland boomed as people sought 
better opportunities. By 2011 Polish was the most common 
language spoken in the UK after English258, with Polish 
migrants of all ages, education levels and backgrounds. 

Historically, for non-EU migrants, the main reason was family 
reunification (49%), while for EU migrants, work has been the 
main reason to come to the UK259. In 2018 work and study 
were the main reasons for long-term immigration, together 
accounting for 71% of all long-term immigration260, with 
particular growth in Asian students studying in the UK261. 

There are so many variables pertaining to female immigration 
to the UK that it has been characterised as a migration  
super diversity, with variables including ethnicity, immigration 
status, different rights and entitlements based on immigration 
status, differing labour market experiences, gender and  
age and patterns of spatial distribution262. However, many 
come from countries where gender roles are defined and 
where there is a lack of gender equality, and this means that 
female migrants face particular barriers compared to their 
male counterparts263.

Women migrant are more likely than men to be able to extend 
work visas (31% vs. 23%)264  but suffer from higher levels 
of unemployment – while migrant men are more likely to 
be employed than UK-born men (83% as opposed to 79%), 
migrant women are less likely to be in work than UK-born 
women (66% as opposed to 72%)265. For migrant women from 
Pakistan, South Asia, Middle East, North Africa and Central 
Asia, the levels of employment for migrant women are the 
lowest, reaching 40%266.

258 Eva A. Duda-Mikulin (2018, 2020)

259 Migration Observatory: Migrants in the UK: An overview (2020)

260 Migration Observatory: Who migrates to the UK and why? (2020)

261 Migration Observatory: Migrants in the UK: An overview (2020)

262 Race Equality Foundation

263 WONDER Foundation: Empowerment through Education: Women breaking the language barrier (2016)

264 Migration Observatory: Work visas and migrant workers in the UK (2020)

265 Migration Observatory: Migrants in the UK Labour Market: An Overview (2019)

266 Migration Observatory: Migrants in the UK Labour Market: An Overview (2019)

267 Migration Observatory: Migrants in the UK Labour Market: An Overview (2019)

Compared to UK-born people, migrants are more likely to 
work in jobs for which they are overqualified, and those with 
the lowest earnings (EU, Pakistan and South Asia) were 
also the ones most likely to be over-qualified for their jobs. 
They are also more likely to work in part-time jobs due to not 
being able to find a full-time offer, work night shifts and non-
permanent positions. Retail and manufacture are the two 
main sectors of employment, occupying over one-third of all 
employed migrants267. Female migrants have lower mean and 
median incomes than male counterparts268. 

4.2. What makes female migrants vulnerable?

WONDER’s own research highlights how migrant women 
face the same challenges when it comes to achieving social 
integration, such as, poverty, lack of childcare provision, poor 
health and the unaffordability of English language classes, 
and that these challenges are often common to all migrant 
women, regardless of religion or immigration status269 . 

4.2.1. Health 

Ethnic minorities typically face worth health outcomes but 
most UK health data registers ethnicity, not birth country, and 
is not gender segregated270. The main barriers for immigrants 
assessing the NHS identified were: inadequate information 
(particularly for new arrivals, unfamiliar with the UK’s system 
and lacking support in order to understand it and specifically 
regarding health care rights if undocumented immigrants), 
insufficient translation services for those with limited 
understanding of English, poor (and expensive) transportation 
networks in peripheral areas (mostly with a high incidence 
of immigrants) and cultural insensitivity or even ethnic 
discrimination from front line health care providers271, 272 .

268 Migration Observatory: The Minimum Income Requirement for Non-EEA Family Members in the UK (2016)

269 WONDER Foundation: Empowerment through Education: Women breaking the language barrier (2016)

270 Migration Observatory: Health of Migrants in the UK: What do we know? (2014)

271 Migration Observatory: Health of Migrants in the UK: What do we know? (2014)

272 Kang et al., Access to primary health care for asylym seekers and refugees: a qualitative study of service 

user experiences in the UK; British Journal of General Practice (August, 2019)
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Most services in England have no additional support 
for migrant women or when they do, it is only related to 
overcome language barriers, not taking into consideration 
cultural differences – which could also immensely hamper 
an effective access to health care 273. Empirical studies have 
consistently shown that  black and minority ethnic women 
born outside the UK are booked for prenatal care later, had 
poorer information regarding delivery and maternity care 
and were less likely to be treated with respect in healthcare 
facilities. As an outcome, recent migrants had a maternal 
mortality rate almost four times that of white British mothers 
and 20% of all victims had little or no English fluency and 
suffered from inadequate interpretation support. However, 
those studies also showed that other socio-demographic 
factors (such as being BME, young, having low educational 
level and economic standards) were more significant 
explanatory variables for poor delivery and maternity related 
care and outcomes than just being born outside the UK, 
further showing that the situation of migrants in the UK 
is very diverse and needs to be studied alongside other 
characteristics 274. 

Since 2015, non-EEA citizens who come to the UK for longer 
than six months as students or temporary migrants have 
been required to pay a “health surcharge” as part of their visa 
process to access NHS care free of charge during their stay 
in the UK. This presented further barriers for undocumented 
or failed asylum seekers 275. 

The diversity of migrants to the UK means that the mental 
health of migrants as a group is equally varied 276 Empirical 
studies tend to find significantly higher incidences of mental 
health illness in first generation migrants as opposed to 
the UK-born population 277.  Migrant women may come 
from countries where mental health (and specially those 
conditions related to pregnancy or delivery, such as post-

partum depression) are stigmatised and Western diagnostic 
tools are inadequate278. Migrant women are less assessed 
for mental health related illness than UK native women 279. 
Studies indicate a higher incidence of poor mental health and 
distress in BAME communities, but the influence of migration 
status is often not considered. The Millennium Cohort Study 
280 tried to bridge this gap showed that migrant women are at 
significantly higher risk of psychological distress (with Indian 
and Pakistani women at greatest risk), even though they are 
half as likely to report treatment for anxiety or depression. 
However, such results appear to be statistically insignificant 
and indicate that ethnicity is a better predictor of mental 
health than migration status. However, immigration status 
becomes a significant predictor for whether conditions are 
treated long-term 281.

273 Latif, Z., The maternal mental health of migrant women, Race Equality Foundation (March, 2014).

274 Kang et al., Access to primary health care for asylym seekers and refugees: a qualitative study of service 

user experiences in the UK, British Journal of General Practice (August, 2019)

275 Zaklaki, R. D., Access to health care for illegal migrants: ethical implications of a new health policy in the 

UK, British Journal of General Practice (February, 2019)

276 Persaud et al., Careif Position Statement on Migration and Mental Health, World Cultural Psychiatry 

Research Review 14  pp. 47-53. (2019)

277 Close et al., The mental health and wellbeing of first generation migrants: a systematic-narrative

review of reviews, Globalization and Health (2016)

278 Latif, Z., The maternal mental health of migrant women, Race Equality Foundation (March, 2014).

279 Latif, Z., The maternal mental health of migrant women, Race Equality Foundation (March, 2014).

280 An analysis of more than 18 thousands infants (and respective mothers) born in the UK between 

September 2000 and January 2002.

281 Moore et al. Migration, ethnicity and mental health: evidence from mothers participating in the Millennium

Cohort Study, Public Health 171 (2019)
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4.2.2. Violence

Migrant women are disproportionately at risk from gendered 
violence including domestic violence, sexual violence, 
‘honour-based’ violence, forced marriage, female genital 
mutilation and human trafficking. Additionally, ethnic 
minority and migrant women in England experience higher 
rates of domestic homicide and need specialist support282.
Refugee women are more effected by gender violence than 
any other group of women while also struggling to report 
it due to the overlapping of hindering conditions such as 
cultural differences  (including not identifying a behaviour 
as violent), language barriers, economic dependence on the 
aggressor, fear of losing immigration status protections, lack 
of social network for support)283. Migrants fear reporting 
violent crimes: some have faces deportation after doing so284, 
many have been denied access to services or dis-believed285. 
Domestic violence can also affect female immigrant’s 
abilities to learn English due to the stress and physical pain 
it causes, thus creating a vicious cycle, since their inability to 
speak the language only makes it harder for them to escape 
the abusive situation286. Women without recourse to public 
funds are particularly vulnerable, 23% facing violence as 
opposed to 7% of the general public287,   and may struggle to 
be accommodated in shelters288, 289. 

282 Available in: https://www.endviolenceagainstwomen.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/FINAL-living-in-a-hostile-

environment-for-Web-and-sharing-.pdf (accessed in 20/12/2020)

283 Baillot & Connelly, Women seeking asylum: Safe from violence in the UK?, Refugee Council (2018)

284 Smith, J., Migrant women ar at the highest risk, White Ribbon UK (December, 2019) – available in: https://

www.whiteribbon.org.uk/news/2019/10/29/migrant-women-at-highest-risk-of-domestic-murder (accessed in 

20/12/2020)

285 McIlwaine, C., The Right to be Believed: Migrant women facing Violence Against Women and Girls (VAWG) 

in the ‘hostile immigration environment’ in London, Step Up Migrant Women UK (2019)

286 WONDER Foundation: Empowerment through Education: Women breaking the language barrier (2016)

287 Women’s Budget Group, blog post 21/07/2020 (available in: https://wbg.org.uk/blog/no-recourse-to-public-

funds-why-this-policy-of-hostility-disproportionally-affects-migrant-women-in-uk/)

288 The Destitution and Domestic Violence Concession offered by the government grants individuals leave 

with access to public funds for three months as a result of domestic violence. However, this is only available 

to individuals who were last granted extension to stay in the UK as a spouse, civil partner or unmarried partner 

of a British citizen, settled person or member of HM forces who has served for at least four years and who 

is exempt from immigration control. Thus, this means that female migrants with partners who do not fit the 

4.2.3. Discrimination 

The 2010 Equality Act, increased legal protections by 
outlawing discrimination at work, in education, as a 
consumer, when using public services, when buying or renting 
property, and as a member or guest of a private club or 
association. In 2015, an international comparison through the 
Migration Policy Index found that the UK had one of the most 
favourable anti-discrimination policies in Europe – which 
unfortunately has not translated to an end of discrimination 
in day to day lives of immigrants and other minorities290.The 
Challenge’s British Integration Survey 2019 demonstrated that 
prejudice and discrimination does exist in the UK and that 
this stems from the fact that there are substantial numbers of 
people in the country who are largely isolated from those who 
are ethically, educationally or socio-economically different 
from themselves – 44% of those surveyed declared that 
none of the people they spend time with socially are from a 
different ethnic background. Their studies show that these 
comparatively isolated social networks were more likely to 
associate black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) people 
with negative attributes and less likely to recognise the 
difficulties that BAME – foreign or UK born - individuals and 
those at the bottom of the social ladder may face291. UK-born 
ethnic minorities are still disadvantaged with respect to UK-
born whites in relevant outcomes such as unemployment or 
wages292. Further, there is strong evidence that discrimination 
against immigrants has increased after the BREXIT 
referendum293,294. However, the general perception  
of immigrants of the UK environment is positive: in 2020  
72% stated that the UK was hospitable or welcoming for 
migrants (72%), and that immigrants could get ahead if  
they work hard (91%)295.

above criteria are excluded from accessing this support, leaving these women particularly vulnerable to abuse 

(available in: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/application-for-benefits-for-visa-holder-domestic-

violence)

289 UK Government Home Office: Migrant victims of domestic abuse: review factsheet (July, 2020) – available 

in: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/migrant-victims-of-domestic-abuse-review/migrant-victims-

of-domestic-abuse-review-factsheet (acessed in 20/12/2020)

290 Migration Observatory: Migrants and discrimination in the UK (2020)

291 Majevadia, J. The Challenge: British Integration Survey 2019

292 Migration Observatory: Migrants and discrimination in the UK (2020)

293 Migration Observatory: Migrants and discrimination in the UK (2020)

294 Frost, D. Hostile and Harmful: Structural Stigma and Minority Stress Explain Increased Anxiety Among 

Migrants Living in the United Kingdom After the Brexit Referendum, Journal of Consulting and Clinical 

Psychology, Vol. 88, 2020.

295 Migration Observatory: Migrants and discrimination in the UK (2020)
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4.3.  Learning English

There is currently no national strategy for English-language-
learning in England, although this does exist in Scotland and 
Wales. The main approach the government has taken has 
been to fund ESOL (English for Speakers of Other Languages) 
classes taught by qualified teachers296. Unfortunately, current 
demand is significantly greater than the supply, partly due to a 
drastic reduction in the funding of the program by almost 60% 
in real terms over the last decade (from £212.3m in 2008 to 
£105m in 2018) causing a reduction in the number of classes 
which are now held in fewer locations and, consequently  
to a decline in adult participation in ESOL classes by  
nearly 40%297.

The 2011 census showed that 89% of migrants considered 
they spoke English well or very well (89%). Those that 
reported having the higher degree of difficulty were from 
Middle East and North Africa and Central Asia, from which 
24% reported having difficulty speaking/understanding 
English (24%) 298. However 2/3 of refugees felt that they were 
not confident enough with their English skills in order to work 
in the UK and hadn’t had sufficient access to English classes. 
While most respondents had received support from colleges, 
charities and the Job-Centre Plus to pay for travel to language 
classes that they did receive, almost a quarter had been  
given no such assistance. This meant that many had to  
miss language classes as they could not afford the travel  
to them299.

296 WONDER Foundation: Empowerment through Education: Women breaking the language barrier (2016)

297 Refugee Action, Turning words into action: Why the government must invest now to let refugees learn 

(2019)

298 Migration Observatory: English language use and proficiency of migrants in the UK (2019)

299 Refugee Action, Turning words into action: Why the government must invest now to let refugees learn 

(2019)

300 UK Government – Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government , Integrated Communities 

Strategy green paper (2018)

301 Majevadia, J. The Challenge: British Integration Survey 2019

302 WONDER Foundation: Empowerment through Education: Women breaking the language barrier (2016)

303  WONDER Foundation: Empowerment through Education: Women breaking the language barrier (2016)

The Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government 
(MHCLG) proposed in their 2018 Integrated Communities 
Strategy Green Paper that they would encourage community-
based English language programmes that could utilize 
community venues rather than formal learning environments. 
The report also stated that more women than men report not 
speaking English well and thus it is important to recognise 
and consider the particular challenges that are faced by 
migrant women over men when it comes to language learning 
and take a gendered approach300. 

4.4. Integration and Building Community 

The Challenge’s British Integration Survey 2019 finds that 
people are far more likely to socialise with those from 
the same socio-economic background as themselves. 
Initiatives designed to improve social integration, including 
the integration of migrant women, should consider ways 
that individuals can form meaningful networks with those 
from different socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds301. 
In order to promote the successful mixing of migrant 
women with locals so that they can build social capital and 
form friendships, they must be learning and interacting in 
empowering spaces where they feel welcome and safe. 
The importance of community spaces for this role must be 
considered when making local and national finding decisions. 
It is clear from WONDER’s findings that female migrants are 
more comfortable in women-only spaces, where they find it 
easier to participate, talk about things that are important to 
them and make friends302. Migrants do not just want to meet 
and form personal relationships with other migrants; most  
are keen to form relations with native English speakers  
as well. This is not only because it gives migrants a chance  
to practice speaking English with someone who is fluent,  
but also because it helps them feel a part of their  
host community303.
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Migrants have very different experiences of integration 
according to their backgrounds and socioeconomic standing, 
but the characteristics of the receiving community is also 
significant. Places characterized by the feeling of declining 
predominance of a “original” groups, with closed social 
environment and codes of convenience, with burdened 
public and economic resources tend to respond negative to 
new migration flows, while places marked by demographic, 
economic and cultural diversity, mixed cultural heritage, 
recognition of migration as an economic asset and shared 
experiences of domination and prejudice (e.g. earlier migrants 
or minorities) tend to respond positively to it304.

4.5. Motherhood  and childhood as a migrant

All children, regardless of their immigration status, are eligible 
to free state education when they are of compulsory school 
age (between 4 and 16 years old)305. Lack of access to 
childcare for small children is a barrier to work and learning 
for many mothers who cannot afford it or do not have others 
to rely on for support 306,307. 

Children in non-EU born households continue to face 
challenges in childhood: More than 40% of children in  
non-EU born households experience some degree of  
material deprivation compared to 29% of under 16s with  
UK-born parents308. 

4.6. Impact of Coronavirus 

Migrants and minorities have been severely affected by 
covid-19. The UK made testing and treatment for COVID-19 
free for all309 and suspended the NRPF rules for immigrants 
who could prove ‘imminent destitution’310. Those from and 
ethnic minority background have been more likely to die 

304 Hickman et al., Migration and social cohesion in the UK, Identity studies in the social sciences (2012)

305 With the exception of those under student visas.

306 NRPF Network, available in: https://www.nrpfnetwork.org.uk/ (accessed in: 06/01/2020)

307 Refugee Action, Turning words into action: Why the government must invest now to let refugees learn 

(2019)

308 Migration Observatory: Children of migrants in the UK (2020)

309 Available in: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/nhs-entitlements-migrant-health-guide (accessed at 

20.12.2020)

310 Women’s Budget Group, blog post 21/07/2020 (available in: https://wbg.org.uk/blog/no-recourse-to-public-

funds-why-this-policy-of-hostility-disproportionally-affects-migrant-women-in-uk/)

311 Migrants’ labour market profile and the health and economic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic - 

Migration Observatory - The Migration Observatory (ox.ac.uk)

from COVID-19 than white people while the increased death 
rates from all causes in the first wave of the pandemic was 
higher among foreign-born than UK-born people. In part this is 
because non-EU workers are more likely to work in the health 
sector, and face exposure in these jobs, and because many 
migrants, especially those with little English or education, are 
working in sectors most affected by the crisis, and with the 
least job security311.  

Women and young people are the most affected in the 
general increase of stress, anxiety and depression levels 
since lockdown began312 and whilst domestic violence has 
risen during the pandemic, migrant groups have been more at 
risk313. Almost half of the women who have lost jobs since the 
pandemic started stated lack of childcare as their reason314.

312 Trudie Chalder, COVID-19 pandemic significantly increased anxiety and depression in the UK, King’s 

College News Center, published in 16/09/2020 (available in: https://www.kcl.ac.uk/news/covid-19-pandemic-

significantly-increased-anxiety-and-depression-in-the-uk)

313 Cathy McIlwaine, Living in fear during the COVID-19 crisis: migrant women with insecure immigration 
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1. Migrant integration needs to be recognised as complex, 
beyond a one- or two-directional approach. Policies should 
aim to promote definitions of integration that aim to help 
migrants and the communities that host them to thrive 
together and take a whole-person approach to wellbeing 
and empowerment.  

2. Access to language learning is essential for migrants 
to improve their quality of life, for example their earning 
potential, have agency in their lives, ability to parent, and 
integrate socially. In order to facilitate this: 

a.  The barriers that learners face to accessing language 
classes need to be recognised, from financial barriers, 
to teaching styles, class times and locations. The 
particular needs of women, who typically have less 
availability due to domestic duties, must be better 
understood and taken into consideration.  

b.  For most migrant women, learning the local language is 
a means to personal agency and integration, not an end 
in itself. Their need to meet others, and the boost to 
their confidence that can be achieved through meeting 
others – migrants and host community – should be 
incorporated into mainstream language provision. 
Space and time should be made for socialising such as 
over a cup of coffee after a class. 

3.  Migrants need to have opportunities to become active 
citizens, giving them the opportunities to develop skills, 
build their social networks and understand their local 
culture and structures of power, even whilst awaiting 
formal citizenship. Supported volunteering, bringing 
together volunteers and others from different backgrounds, 
should be promoted in ways that respect local culture in 
different European countries. 

4.  In each country a lack of understanding of customs, 
history, and common perspectives, is a barrier to 
integration. Due to the different backgrounds of migrants, 
this is not something that can simply be overcome through 
classes. Opportunities for migrants to participate in local 
cultural activities and meet local people, to share their 
own customs with others, and to have open discussions 
where different communities can learn and overcome 
misunderstandings should be fostered.  

5.  Mentoring for migrants, adapted to the needs or local and 
migrant communities, offers the chance for a migrant to 
practice the language, receive practical support and advice, 
understand the local culture, and have a guide. Mentoring 
should be made more widely available, and funding 
provided to ensure that these programmes can be well  
run, mentors trained, and outcomes measured.  

6.  Programmes that aim for migrant integration need to 
embed opportunities for migrants to have meaningful 
encounters with local communities, whether these 
are longer-established migrants or host communities. 
Integration programmes cannot be successful if local 
communities do not allow migrants to integrate and 
initiatives to break these barriers are not funded.  

7.  A different approach to funding is needed so that 
successful projects such as FATIMA can continue to serve 
their communities. Despite each delivery organisation over-
performing on the project targets, and significant demand 
for FATIMA in their communities due to recommendations 
from participants, only one delivery organisation has found 
funding to continue delivery of the project at a similar level.  

8.  Better data on migrants needs to be kept at national 
and EU level so that trends in migration, integration, and 
barriers to inclusion can be better understood and acted 
upon. The lack of sex-segregated data is particularly 
concerning, given the gendered discrimination that 
migrants faced in each country this project operated in. 

Recommendations

Recommendations
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