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A B S T R A C T

The economic and subsequent societal benefits that former refugees offer a
host country is  poorly understood in New Zealand. These former refugees are
noted to be a most vulnerable minority group within our society,  yet they bring
skil ls ,  experience,  knowledge, and capacity to this country;  that without
suitable employment is potential ly a wasted human resource.

We report on the employment/unemployment experiences and aspirations of
111  former refugees in New Zealand. This data was collected via nine focus
groups and 23 semi-structured interviews.  Our f indings identif ied specif ic
refugee personal factors ,  employer/workplace factors ,  and the New Zealand
context as influencing the employment and unemployment outcomes of former
refugees.  These factors are discussed in detail  in this report .  Further ,  we draw
conclusions and offer recommendations on how refugee support organisations
can enhance outcomes for former refugees seeking employment.
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1 . I n t r o d u c t i o n

The integration of former refugees into a host country,  such as New Zealand
(NZ),  is  a multifaceted two-way process that depends on former refugees'
abil ity to adapt to the host country and the corresponding readiness of the
host community (New Zealand Immigration,  2023;  UNHCR, 2014) .  In
particular ,  economic integration requires matching former refugees’  ski l ls
and capabil it ies with market opportunities in host communities (Garnham,
2006).  Although former refugees are noted to be a ‘most vulnerable’  minority
group (Henkelmann et al . ,  2020) within our society,  they bring ski l ls ,
experience,  knowledge, and capacity to their  host communities .  Hence,  i f
they are not in suitable employment,  they are potential ly a wasted human
resource (Jonker,  2015) .  

In NZ, the potential  that former refugees offer at an economic level and
subsequent societal benefit  is  not clearly understood and, hence,  former
refugees are an underuti l ised source of human capital .  Our f indings and
results can inform and benefit  former refugee communities ,  former refugee
support organisations,  and the wider society.  By examining former refugees'
needs,  aspirations,  barriers ,  and challenges related to employment and
unemployment,  this research aims to provide three outcomes.  First ,  scholarly
evidence for support organisations for better addressing the needs of the
former refugee communities ;  second, improving societies understanding of
the challenges faced by former refugees;  and third providing an evidence
base for designing,  or redesigning, targeted init iatives to improve former
refugees’  employment rates in NZ.
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The main objectives of our research were to
explore the underlying reasons,  beliefs ,  attitudes,
aspirations,  barriers or challenges related to
working (or decision to not work) ,  and the work
aspirations among former refugee adults and
youth.  We focussed on gathering data on how
opportunities could be enhanced for former
refugees to obtain economic integration through
employment or self-employment.

Our l iterature review identif ied that there are very
l imited discussions on such matters as how former
refugees are coping, what they want,  what their
aspirations are,  what have they tr ied in respect of
employment or self-employment,  what they fear ,
what they have learned, what assistance they
sought,  and whether it  was helpful .  Litt le empirical
research has been undertaken in NZ on the
experiences and aspirations of NZ former refugees.
One exception is the PhD thesis of Tuwe (2018) ,
that records the stories of the Congolese migrants
and former refugees.  Although his work includes
migrants and is not focussed solely on former
refugees,  he identif ies issues of racism and
discrimination,  English language proficiency,  and
lack of recognition of prior qualif ications.  However,
there is a lack of NZ-specif ic research available for
policymakers and support organisations on
economic integration for former refugees.

The welfare benefit  rates and unemployment rates
in NZ amongst former refugees are one of the
highest rates among all  vulnerable groups.
Statist ics gathered by NZ Immigration show that
the average employment rate of former refugees,
who had been in NZ for f ive or more years ,  for 2012
to 2017 was just above 40% - well  below the
national average of over 65% (Trading Economic,
2020).  One potential  challenge in integrating NZ
former refugees seems to be their diverse
demographic,  economic,  and social  needs;  they
comprise a diverse range of people,  with different
ages,  races,  rel igions,  and cultures.



Refugees[1] have been arriving in NZ for almost 150 years .  The
first documented group was Danes f leeing the suppression of
their language and culture under German occupation in the
1870s[2] .  Maintenance of the open-door approach has not
been continuous.  Prejudices in a growing population of a
relatively non-diversif ied society saw neither Jewish people
fleeing the Nazi regime or Chinese refugees in the 1950s
welcomed (Beaglehole,  2005) .  Nevertheless ,  NZ signed United
Nations Convention relating to former refugees in 1951 and
1967[3] (UNHCR, 2001) .  In 1959 NZ became one of the f irst
countries to accept ‘handicapped’ former refugees.

In 1987,  the government agreed to accept an annual quota of
800 former refugees,  broadening the diversity of NZ’s
population.  NZ raised the current annual former refugee
quota from 1 ,000 to 1 ,500 in July 2020 ("New Zealand Refugee
Resettlement Strategy,"  2019) .  According to New Zealand
Immigration (2023) ,  the country continues to undertake 1 ,500
refugees a year under the Refugee Quota Programme from
2022/23 to 2024/25.  In 2022,  NZ agreed with Austral ia to
resettle 150 refugees per year for three years form those
subject to Austral ia 's  offshore transfer arrangements.  These
numbers are counted as part of the annual 1 ,500 quota
(UNHCR, 2023) .

[1]  This study includes “the refugee status subgroup. Following, the 1951 Refugee
Convention,  The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees defines refugee
migrants as :  A refugee is someone who has been forced to f lee his or her country
because of persecution,  war or violence.  A refugee has a well-founded fear of
persecution for reasons of race,  rel igion,  nationality ,  polit ical  opinion or
membership in a particular social  group. Most l ikely ,  they cannot return home
or are afraid to do so.  War and ethnic,  tr ibal and rel igious violence are leading
causes of refugees f leeing their  countries.  (https:/ /www.unrefugees.org/refugee-
facts/what-is-a-refugee/)  

[2] A history of refugees in New Zealand and videos of individual ’s  stories can be
viewed from the fol lowing l ink:  http://www.stuff .co.nz/national/2517761/New-
Zealand-refugee-timeline 

[3] Further details of the 1951 convention relating to the status of refugees and its
1967 protocol can f ind in the fol lowing l ink:
https:/ /www.unhcr.org/media/convention-and-protocol-relating-status-refugees
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2 . B a c k g r o u n d
F O R M E R  R E F U G E E S  I N  N E W  Z E A L A N D

http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49da0e466.html
https://www.unrefugees.org/refugee-facts/what-is-a-refugee/
http://www.stuff.co.nz/national/2517761/New-Zealand-refugee-timeline
https://www.unhcr.org/media/convention-and-protocol-relating-status-refugees
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As part of the government support ,  al l  refugees in NZ receive the
government-funded “Computers in Homes - Refugee Programme” to
enhance their ICT ski l ls  (Díaz Andrade & Doolin,  2019) .  The target group is
recently arr ived refugee famil ies with school-aged children and the
programme is a 30-hour computer course,  which covers basic computer
skil ls ,  such as logging into a computer ,  web browsing,  creating,  and
accessing email  accounts,  and using the basic off ice package. After
completing the course,  participants wil l  receive a refurbished desktop,
software,  free broadband internet connection,  and technical support for
one year .

Refugees considered for resettlement under New Zealand’s Refugee
Quota Programme must be recognised as ‘mandated refugees’  and are
referred by UNHCR according to prescribed resettlement guidelines.  They
become Permanent Residents on arrival  in NZ. In the community,  these
refugees are provided settlement support for up to 12 months including a
community orientation programme that complements the reception
programme and support to l ink to services they require to support their
settlement in communities .

In 2012,  the NZ government introduced its “Refugee Resettlement
Strategy” which considers how government provides improved refugee
resettlement outcomes.  This includes how refugees achieve self-
suff iciency,  social  integration,  and independence quickly .  This strategy,
f irst implemented on 1st July 2013,  focuses on employment-related
services to al ign with the wider government agenda to move people off
welfare support and into employment.  In other words,  the main focus of
this strategy is to promote the social  and economic integration of
refugees which helps them to l ive independently and have a strong sense
of belonging to NZ and their community.  The overall  success of the social
and economic integration of refugees is  promoted via the fol lowing f ive
integration activit ies .  The “Refugee Resettlement Strategy” promotes:  

( i )  Self-suff iciency -  al l ,  working-age refugees or their  family
members are in paid work.  
( i i )  Participation -  promotes refugees'  participation in New
Zealand l i fe and creates a strong perception of belonging to
New Zealand. 
( i i i )  Health and well-being -  promotes healthy,  safe,  and
independent l ives.
( iv)  Education -  promotes language ski l ls  (English language)
which enable them to participate in daily l i fe and higher
education achievement,  and 
(v)  Housing -  creates a safe,  secure,  healthy,  and affordable
home for refugees and their family members with government
housing assistance.  
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3 . L I T E R A T U R E

There is a considerable and growing body of knowledge in the l iterature about
former refugees and their integration into their  new host country but without
a special  emphasis on work-related experiences or economic integration.
Further ,  there is l itt le synthesis of the l iterature as authors and researchers
focus on the needs of their  particular group of former refugees (mainly by
country of origin) and the immediate needs of Governments to make policies
and provide support to the new arrivals .  The l iterature points out that most
former refugees want to work (Strang, Bail lot ,  & Mignard,  2018) but may not be
able to afford to train or retrain to attain the qualif ications to meet their
aspirations.  Additionally ,  the need to work is often derived from the need to
achieve self-esteem, integration,  involvement,  contribution,  status,  and self-
worth (Cheung & Phil l imore,  2014;  Correa-Velez,  Gifford,  & Barnett ,  2010;  Ruiz &
Vargas ‐Silva,  2017) .

The complexity of the way regulations,  rules,  and norms exist and are
implemented in the host country (Al-Salem, 2020; Westray,  2020) adds to the
hurdles that have to be overcome. Unfortunately ,  these barriers can cause a
deterioration in mental health (Higgins,  2020).
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Perceptions of the public and employers often appear to be based on
ignorance of the potential  contributions that can be made by former refugees
(Jonker,  2015) .  Further ,  there are socio-cultural barriers ,  health and well-being
concerns for former refugees to prevent them  engaging in economic
activit ies (Correa-Velez et al . ,  2020).  Some studies point out that former
refugees are highly occupied in unpaid or voluntary work (MBIE,  2021) .
 
In general ,  the l iterature about the unemployment of former refugees
strongly suggests that there is a need to work,  employment or self-
employment,  for their  well-being.  It  also identif ies barriers to obtaining
employment (or self-employment) such as network isolation,  language
proficiency,  culture,  ski l ls ,  ski l ls  recognition,  and perceptions of the public
and employers .  Further ,  l ikely economic barriers include such as welfare
benefit  abatement,  childcare costs ,  travel costs ,  and diff icult ies in upskil l ing
or retraining.  An examination of these topics from the perspective of the
unemployed former refugees,  located in NZ, is  absent in the l iterature.  

Our work is informed by overseas experiences that need to be used with
caution because they may not fully reflect the NZ environment.  For example,
Hebbani (2019) studies former refugees in Austral ia ( from Ethiopia,  Myanmar,
and Congo) to f ind English language proficiency,  lack of knowledge of how to
secure the desired work,  and personal and family members’  i l l  health
interfered with their  abil ity to achieve their  work aspirations.  Our study
reports on the needs and aspirations of former refugees,  from Columbia,
Congo, Afghanistan,  and Pakistan,  who resided in Hamilton (Waikato) .  The
Waikato region (with 15.3%) is  second only to Well ington in the percentage of
quota refugees settled in NZ (New Zealand Immigration,  2020)

The goals of our research are in harmony with the purpose of the NZ Refugee
Resettlement Strategy.  The strategy is to facil itate the integration of former
refugees so they can be  

In particular ,  our research al igns with Priority 2 of Immigration NZ:
Connecting refugees to employment,  particularly as

… participating fully and integrated social ly and economically as
soon as possible so that they are l iv ing independently ,  undertaking
the same responsibil it ies and exercising the same rights as other
New Zealanders and have a strong sense of belonging to their  own
community and to NZ (Immigration New Zealand, 2018,  p.  1 ) .

Employment is crit ical to successful settlement.  It  contributes to
self-suff iciency and independence, and provides networks and
opportunities for greater participation and contribution to the
community ( Immigration New Zealand, 2018,  p.  6) .  
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4 . M E T H O D

A total 111  former refugees participated in this research from four
ethnic groups:  60 from Afghanistan and Pakistan,  35 from the
Congo, and 16 from Colombia.  Our research was guided by the
Austral ian Council  for International Development (2017) “Principles
and Guidelines for ethical research and evaluation in development” .
Further ,  ethical approval for this research was gained from the
University of Waikato (Ethics application No 6166-2019) .  

We gathered primary data using 23 semi-structured individual
interviews and nine focus group interviews.  The opportunity match
(or mismatch) ,  work experience is also different among former
refugee men vs women and former refugee youth vs adults (Coll ins
2017) .  Accordingly ,  we formed three subsets of the respondents for
each of the ethnic groups,  viz . ,  Youth (18 to 24 according to the UN
definit ion) ,  women, and men. Interpreters were made available as
needed to assist with translations at each interview (focus and
individual) .
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T a b l e  1 :  N u m b e r s  o f  P a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  F o c u s  G r o u p  I n t e r v i e w s

F o c u s  G r o u p
I n t e r v i e w s

A f g h a n i s t a n  a n d
P a k i s t a n

C o l o m b i a n C o n g o l e s e

0

0

8

8

W o m e n

M e n

25 (2 groups)

20 (2 groups)

6 9Y o u t h  ( 1 8 - 2 5 ) 12

6 25T o t a l  N u m b e r 57

We undertook nine focus groups of employed and unemployed (non-working or
inactive) former refugees.  Three groups of women, men, and youth (18-24 years
of age) .  Recruitment in ethnic focus groups was achieved via Driver training
courses for adults and Holiday Camps for the youth.  We experienced low
participation from Colombian former refugees compared to other ethnic groups.

Following the focus groups,  individual interviews were conducted with 23
participants,  who had not been included in the focus groups.  In this sequence,
issues of interest that arose out of the focus group discussions were explored
further with the individual interview respondents.

F o c u s  G r o u p s

Focus groups were chosen because of the support that focus group members
can provide each other.  The focus group interviews,  which were 30-60 minutes
in duration,  al lowed participants to discuss with each other issues and
experiences relating to post-resettlement employment and unemployment.  This
allowed social  issues related to participation in the workforce to surface and
gave insights into group patterns or behaviour relating to employment and
unemployment issues.  It  also created an opportunity for observation as there
were often means of expressing feelings such as awkwardness,  shyness,  and
discomfort that are very relevant to such research. Experienced researchers and
interpreters lead each group meeting and were aware that former refugees are
members of minority groups,  many have been traumatized, and consequently
are vulnerable.  
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I N D I V I D U A L  I N T E R V I E W S

The selection of participants for the individual interviews was made on a
theoretical basis to include as many diverse views as possible (Dick,  1990) .  The
23 individual in-depth qualitative interviews of between 30-60 minutes in
duration.

T a b l e  2 :  N u m b e r  o f  I n d i v i d u a l  I n t e r v i e w s

I n d i v i d u a l
I n t e r v i e w s

A f g h a n i s t a n  a n d
P a k i s t a n

C o l o m b i a n C o n g o l e s e

8

2

6

4

W o m e n

M e n

0

1 Afghanistan
2 Pakistan

10 10T o t a l  N u m b e r 3

Our experienced researchers sought a deeper understanding from the individual
participants of challenges and aspirations,  in a focused one-on-one
environment.  Further ,  it  al lowed for a more open discussion regarding issues
that might be sensit ive.

The discussions from the focus groups and individual in-depth interviews were
transcribed, and the resultant scripts were processed at the University of
Canterbury using the NVivo software,  for coding and analysis .

The planning and reality of this research relating to data gathering were majorly
affected by the Covid related lockdowns,  s ickness,  and fears of assembling in
groups that might spread the virus.  The process of recruit ing for the focus
groups started and then the pandemic struck.  Telephone interviewing for the
individual interviews was abandoned after two interviews as impractical ,  as
barriers such as the lack of face-to-face contact created hesitancy and suspicion
about our intentions.  The face-to-face individual interviews also enabled us to
use interpreters and avoid using technology that was often unavailable to the
former refugees at their  home locations.



E m p l o y m e n t /
u n e m p l o y m e n t

o u t c o m e s

R e f u g e e  r e l a t e d
p e r s o n a l  f a c t o r s  

E m p l o y e r  o r
w o r k p l a c e  r e l a t e d

f a c t o r s

N e w  Z e a l a n d  c o n t e x t  r e l a t e d  f a c t o r s

1 0

F i g u r e  1 :  F a c t o r s  t h a t  s h a p e  e m p l o y m e n t / u n e m p l o y m e n t  a m o n g
f o r m e r  r e f u g e e s

Below we discuss three personal factors that appeared to influence the former
refugees’  perspectives about employment.

5 . R e s u l t s

In this section,  we present the key f indings drawn from our interview and focus
group data.  We found that employment/unemployment outcomes are complex
as they result from refugee-related personal factors ,  employer or workplace-
related practices,  and NZ contextual factors (Figure 1) .  The NZ context-related
factors include social ,  cultural ,  and policy-level aspects .  These complex
interactions affect the entry and sustenance of any form of employment or the
opportunity to enter their  preferred forms of employment.  
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5 . 1 . R E F U G E E - R E L A T E D  P E R S O N A L  F A C T O R S

Our participants spoke of three key motivation types
that drive their  desire to be employed and to continue
to be employed. These included personal growth,
f inances,  and quality of  l i fe .  

The personal growth motivators were the most
prominent.  Both the interview and focus group
participants indicated that work helps to build
confidence and self- improvement.  They explained their
motivations for work using phrases such as:  

I  would l ike to work and plan for my future
( Interviewee 12) .  
I  can practice my English ( Interviewee 7) .  
It  makes me feel  good about myself ,  I ’m able
to learn more ( Interviewee 21) .  
We should [be] active here (Focus group 1) .
My wife and my family ,  we have goals to
achieve ( Interviewee 11) .

5 . 1 . 1 .  M O T I V A T I O N  F O R  W O R K
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Financial  imperatives further shaped former refugees’  work
motivations.  Former refugees gave reasons such as f inancial
independence ( Interviewees 9,  13 ,  and 14) and building their
f inancial  base (Focus group 5) .   Interviewee 19 stated that
she needed to send money back to her home country to
support her family .  This cultural element of looking after the
family was also a f inancial  imperative in providing for family
members in NZ. This was especial ly prominent in comments
made by youth participants:  

I  think sti l l  culture comes in,  because when I  work
I give my money to my mom. Yeah, this is  how our
culture is .  And I 'm not complaining about it
because I  do with my own consent.  And no one's
forcing me. I  could l iterally turn and say,  I  don't
want to give you my money.  But because my mom
has taken care of me since I  was a kid,  r ight,  And
now that I 'm 19 years old,  I  have my own job.  I  give
my money,  at least half  of  it  to my mom. Just so
she feels l ike you know, I 'm helping her out.  Even
though she's on benefit ,  but sti l l  I 'm trying to help
her out (Focus group youth participant) .  

Active employment also gave former refugees structure in
their l ives,  and a sense of purpose and belonging:

I  get to interact with people.  I  get to mentally
grow and I  have a structure in my l i fe ,  it  gives me
structure so I  l ike that.  I  enjoy helping people,  and
being around people,  I  l ike that.  I  l ike my own
personal development,  that I  get to learn new
things every day,  new people,  so that’s very
intriguing for me and I  love that ( Interviewee 22) .   

The third motivator that drives former refugees’
employment behaviour is  the desire for a better quality of
l i fe .  They spoke about the unemployment (social  welfare)
benefit :

Happy to get out of the benefit  ( Interviewee 4) .  
 Benefits is  just survival (Focus group 5,
Interviewees 15 and 16) .  
Benefit  is  good just for eat.  But nothing more
( Interviewee 11) .
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They have dreams to achieve.  Interviewee 3 articulated the
sentiment:  

I  do l ike to work you know, I  l ike to earn my own
money.  I  don't  l ike to be dependent on the
government,  that money is  not enough for l iving.
[…]   I  l ike to work to get my own money,  because
when you work you get enough for your family and
you can buy something,  whereas what the
government give us is  not enough ( Interviewee 3) .  

5 . 1 . 2 .  S K I L L S ,  N E T W O R K ,  E X P E R I E N C E ,  A N D  K N O W L E D G E  

All  interview and focus group participants spoke about how
low English proficiency affected their entry into any form of
employment.  They believed that an inabil ity to understand
English,  at level three proficiency,  negatively affected their
job prospects :

For others ,  their  level of language proficiency affected their
abil ity to attain their  desired job: 

 The barrier is  the language,…. improve the
language to f ind work (Focus group 1) .

In NZ,  there are a lot of  jobs.  I  think getting a job
in NZ is not a problem, because there are many
jobs in NZ. I  think the problem is […]  my career is
journalists ,  journalism, and it 's  very diff icult  to get
a job in journalist ,  because the language
( Interviewee 11) .  
When I  try to apply to many places as a medical ,
they give me the same answer.  “We couldn't  pay
you because your knowledge; you need our level
seven in English” .  That is  really hard to do.
( Interviewee 13) .  
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Many participants also did not have driving ski l ls  or
did not own a car .  Some participants stated that the
available driving instruction was too expensive:  

Beyond the challenges with the English language
and obtaining driving ski l ls ,  participants spoke about
the lack of connections ( Interviewees 14 and 17) ,
general knowledge about the NZ workplace and
employment practices,  such as preparing a CV
(Interviewees 3 ,  14 ,  and 15) :  

[…]  but studying to drive is  somehow
expensive,  especial ly for people who are on
benefits who are not working.  They can
charge you l ike $20 something up to $50
per hour ( Interviewee 12) .  

By myself  I  started going,  […]  then I  knock,
"I 'm looking for a job."  They'd say,  "Oh, you
need to bring your CV."  It  wil l  be diff icult  for
some people,  they don't  know how to make
a CV ( Interviewee 15) .  

Former refugees suffered from a lack of NZ work
experience,  especial ly at the init ial  stages of seeking
employment (Focus groups 5,  7 ,  and 8) .  

Some former refugees had home country ski l ls  and
experiences or they had worked in country-specif ic
sectors that were generally not considered to be
valuable by NZ employers .  

Sometimes you go and search for a job and
they ask you,  "Have you been working in New
Zealand?" I f  you say,  "No,  I  don't  have any
New Zealand work experience,"  then they
won't give you a job because you don't  have
any New Zealand experience (Focus group 5) .  
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5 . 1 . 3 .  A G E ,  P E R S O N A L  C I R C U M S T A N C E S ,  A N D  B E L I E F S  

These factors tended to be sub-group specif ic among the
former refugees.  For example,  the youth explained that
resettl ing at a young age was beneficial  in gaining future
meaningful employment:

Women former refugees permanently or temporari ly halted
work due to l i fe cycle events such as marriage and child raising
(Interviewees 3 ,  19,  and 22) .  Additionally ,  circumstances such as
single parenting (Focus group 6) or poor mental health
(Interviewees 13 and 21)  restr icted job aspirations.

Our data was collected during the COVID-19 Pandemic,  and
therefore vaccination status and vaccine hesitancy were factors
that affected some former refugees’  employment prospects :

Another thing:  when you arrive to New Zealand and
you are older,  you don't  have that t ime or
opportunities to start from somewhere,  l ike
studying.  I f  you have a good education or a good
qualif ication,  it  wil l  help you to get enough salary
(Focus group 7) .  

I 'm not yet ready to take the vaccine  ( Interviewee 6) .  
I  don't  have a job now because I 'm not vaccinated
( Interviewee 15) .  



C u s t o m e r s

C o - w o r k e r s
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s u p e r v i s o r s
a t  w o r k

W o r k p l a c e
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R e c r u t i m e n t
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p r a t i c e s  

E m p l o y e r /
w o r k p l a c e

r e l a t e d

1 6

5 . 2 . W O R K P L A C E  A N D  E M P L O Y E R

F i g u r e  2 :  W o r k p l a c e  a n d  e m p l o y e r  r e l a t e d  f a c t o r s

We identif ied f ive types of workplace or employer-related
factors that impacted the employment outcomes of former
refugees (See Figure 2) .  
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5 . 2 . 1 .  R E C R U I T M E N T  A N D  S E L E C T I O N  P R A C T I C E S  

Participants told us that their  qualif ications were not recognised
within NZ workplaces and that there was an expectation of NZ
work experience and qualif ications in any employment for which
they applied ( Interviewees 2,  9 ,  13 ,  17 ,  and 21) .  

Some former refugees felt  that they were not even considered for
posit ions in NZ organisations i f  they did not have host country
work experiences ( Interviewees 4,  10,  and 13) :

This lack of NZ experience or qualif ications has led to the
underuti l isation of their  ski l ls :

Some participants who were selected for jobs felt  that they did
not receive a proper induction and were thrown into ‘the deep
end’ (Focus groups 8 and 9) .

When I  moved to New Zealand, I  expected to be in
my role as a paramedic or nurse.  But well ,  I  couldn't
because the English was a big barrier .  Man, it  is  l ike,
I  feel  that al l  the years that I  went to the University
at Columbia,  I  put that aside.  Now I ’m six years
working in another sector ( Interviewee 13) .  

Like experience. . .you are new in the country.  When
you come you are new, but when you go apply for a
job,  they wil l  ask you to give any experience,  “What
experience do you have? With your CV,  show us
what you can do,  or here in New Zealand l ike a
referral…” ,  you can say "oh I  already did this ,  I  can do
this"  but you're sti l l  new in the country,  and you
don't have that experience ( Interviewee 10) .

When I  was back home, I  did pharmacy work.  I  have
a degree in pharmacy,  but when I  came here,  it  was
very hard.  I  think one of the big problems for most
refugees is  that they have ski l ls ,  but when they
came here,  in some areas they can't  use their  ski l ls
( Interviewee 9) .  
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5 . 2 . 2 .  W O R K P L A C E  C U L T U R E

Participants spoke of the workplace culture in terms of
experiences such as stereotyping,  bias ,  and racism. They
believed that these behaviours affected their entry into the
workforce and the ult imate maintenance of a job.  They felt
that a level of racism, bias ,  and stereotyping that is  present
in NZ society was closely l inked with the recruitment
practices:  

About work culture,  the interviewees discussed experiences
with bullying ( Interviewee 4) ,  racism (Focus group 9,
Interviewees 3 ,  9 ,  15 ,  and 22) ,  discrimination (Focus group 9,
Interviewee 17) ,  biases,  and stereotyping ( Interviewees 10
and 14) .

Getting a job here in New Zealand is not easy,
because there are some places,  l ike,  they show
they're loving people but there is  inside racism.
They see the colour and they see the language
barriers -  it 's  not easy ( Interviewee 10) .  

… there are some people,  not al l  of  them, who
are very racist .  Not nice people ( Interviewee 3) .
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Within Focus groups 7 and 8,  a lack of understanding of the NZ work
culture further exacerbated these issues.

Dress and rel igion were a concern for some. These factors affected
well-being when working:

Number two is culture shock.  Because the way we
work is  not the way New Zealand works.  Like,  let me
say here in New Zealand, we have different shifts ;
we have morning shift ,  afternoon shift  and evening
shift .  Back home, we have only a day shift ,  we don't
have evening shift .  So,  this is  another challenge
( Interviewee 17) .

Even when I  went for my prayers during my break
time, they would tel l  me “Oh, you’re always going to
be praying l ike this?” One of my questions to them
was “If  you’re able to go downstairs and have your
smoke,  and your other col leagues look after your
patients,  what is  the problem with me praying
during my own break time?” […]  Some of the
challenges I  face are the rel igious challenges.  The
culture,  … Sometimes I  think racist comments or
jokes,  are quite normalized,  and I  think people don’t
consider how much it  actually hurts a person or how
much it  affects a person  ( Interviewee 22) .  

5 . 2 . 3 .  C O - W O R K E R S  A N D  S U P E R V I S O R S

Participants intimated that their  relationships with their  co-workers
and supervisors shaped their work experience.  Focus group 9
findings show that some had built  good relationships with their  co-
workers and that led them to feel welcome. However,  concerning the
contribution of work managers or supervisors in their  workplace,  the
opinions were divided. Some participants (Focus group 9,
Interviewees 2 and 21)  stated that their  supervisors/managers were
very kind and supportive.  One recalled how an employer wanted to
provide opportunities for former refugees to work:  

I  remember my interview; my manager explained to
me they couldn't  give me credit for my knowledge.
She would l ike to give me the opportunity to start a
new job in New Zealand ( Interviewee 13) .  
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Others experienced inflexible or unwelcoming supervisors .  In
one case the manager stated:

Another former refugee left his employment because the
manager did not trust him: 

It  is  very hard to work with you because you don't
understand me completely ( Interviewee 2) .  

One day I  rang sick,  I  was sick,  and this manager
didn't  bel ieve that I  am sick,  so then she was pushing
me to go to work.  I  said “How can I  go to work when
I 'm not feel ing good?” She said,  “Ring before 9am if
you are unwell . ”  So I  rang before 9,  […]  she was trying
to push me to go to work.  And from that day I  never
wanted to do that job.  I  left  because I  was unhappy
how she treated people ( Interviewee 17) .

5 . 2 . 4 .  T A S K / W O R K  F E A T U R E S

Participants spoke of the hard or physical work in the
sectors/ industries in which they could f ind employment.  Most
former refugees referred to cleaning and farming work as
tir ing.  They explained:

There were comments about jobs not matching their ski l ls
(Focus group 7) ,  COVID-19 and other sustainabil ity concerns
changing work practices ( Interviewee 21)  and not having
optimal shift  t imes (Focus group 9) :  

 … worked for l ike one week straight.  It  was hardcore
(Focus group 4) .
It 's  too much for me. I  don't  feel  well  in this job only I
do because I  need the money.  ( Interviewee 2) .
Fruit picking means having a sore back (Focus group
8).
It  is  physical work ( Interviewee 12) .  
For me, sometimes it 's  very t ir ing work.  I 'm very t ired.
I  spend a long time standing up ( Interviewee 18) .  

I  don’t  l ike is  the shift  t ime. The night shifts ,  sorry,
because I  have to work al l  the night ( Interviewee 9) .  
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5 . 2 . 5 .  C U S T O M E R S

Rude behaviours of customers shaped work interactions and
satisfaction of former refugees.  Both rude and kind
customers were experienced:

Not al l  participants experienced this type of rejection but it
displays an element of non-acceptance by customers with
whom the former refugees had to serve as part of their  work.

Sometimes people are kind of rude but l ike when
you see the elderly when they are nice,  sometime
they' l l  be l ike so nice that you are grateful  to how
they talk quietly  (Focus group 9) .  
I  spent four years in healthcare.  I  met a cl ient who
refused to let me to do his personal care because
I ’m a black man. And then he tel ls  me, “Sorry,  man,
I ’m f ine.”  This was discrimination.  ( Interviewee 17) .  
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5 . 3 . T H E  N E W  Z E A L A N D  C O N T E X T

The former refugees in our sample did not elaborate on many
NZ context-related issues.  This could be partly because they do
not have a wider contextual or policy-level understanding
except for what they encountered in resettlement.  The main
area of comment related to the welfare benefits they received.
Some expressed ‘ f ree money’  (Focus group 11 ,  Interviewees 11
and 14) as a disincentive to seeking employment.  Some
participants spoke of facing the dilemma of choosing between
full-t ime work and welfare support .

I f  you work ful l-t ime and receive $1 ,000 per week,
and you lose $200-250 to tax payments,  then you
have to care for your family only on what you earn
(without the welfare safety net) .  Why then would
someone choose to work ful l-t ime when they could
choose not to work and receive welfare payments
instead? ( Interviewee 9) .
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Interviewee 9 further spoke of the frustration of paying
for fuel or transport to get to and from work.  All  of this
reduced the value of employment in comparison to
welfare benefits .  Another interviewee, who is currently
employed, provided an insight into the expectations of
the former refugees and how some were tempted to offer
informal services and products:

And to work in an environment where you
don't speak the same language, I  can
understand why [people] wouldn't  want to do
that.  It 's  l ike,  well ,  i t 's  diff icult .   […]  When
people come in,  they assume they're coming
in to l ive a comfortable l i fe not to l ive a
diff icult  l i fe and for them, the language
makes it  diff icult .  So that's why they
probably don't  seek employment.  Whereas
you know, the government gives them some
money.  They're l ike,  “Oh, well ,  give me benefit
money.  Then I  can f ind a way to make
adequate money”.  Put it  this way,  you work
40 hours a week on minimum wage, you
make about $600. You get on Work and
Income about $350.  And then if  you do some
quiet jobs,  the ‘under the table’  jobs,  you can
get up to $300 in a day ( Interviewee 14) .

Circumstances may have fostered a tendency for informal
and even i l legal work behaviours .  For many,  to gain
employment means they wil l  have to forego their welfare
benefits .  To address this .  One participant expressed the
need for a diff icult and timely discussion with the
government and former refugee communities :

One big disadvantage is that when you
become a ful l-t ime, when you're working ful l
t ime job,  is  you're not el igible for many of the
benefits such as social  housing.  This is  a
biggest area needed to be discussed with
the government.  Why the people are not
working? I  mean, you can't  motivate them,
because they have a very clear answer for
that one:  “ I f  I  start work,  we lose my benefit ,
al l  benefits”  ( Interviewee 1) .
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Former refugees mentioned two other context-related
factors that shaped work.  These were industry-related
factors of having too few vacancies and l imited industry
opportunities (such as creative industries) ,  and being
located in regional areas with l imited opportunities for
advancement (Focus group 4,  Interviewees 1  and 22) .
COVID-19 rules and changes were also mentioned by two
participants ( Interviewees 12 and 21)  as impediments to
their work-related aspirations.

Wider policy or government-level changes to enhance
employment outcomes for former refugees focussed on
such issues as housing ( Interviewee 12) and child care
(Focus group 2) .  The untapped human capital  of former
refugees is  a loss for the country which is focussed on
attracting more workers :  

The government needs to start a new project
or thinking about how we can engage men
and we can support the people who have a
lot of  knowledge. Yeah, because we know
New Zealand is running out of workers.  It 's
really hard to f ind people  ( Interviewee 13) .
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5 . 4 . C A R E E R  G O A L S ,  A D V I C E ,  A N D
S U P P O R T

Our participants,  including those who are currently
underemployed or unemployed, expressed interest in
different types of careers .  The most common career
aspirations included technical professions such as
beauty therapy,  hairdressing,  electrical work,
plumbing, painting,  mechanic work (Focus groups 1
and 2,  Interviewees 6 and 21) ,  and health care (e.g. ,
nursing,  midwife,  doctors)  (Focus groups 2,  3 ,  4 ,  and
7,  Interviewees 3 ,  10,  15 ,  19,  and 22) .  Some were
interested in self-employment either as an
additional source of income or as a career choice
(Focus groups 1 ,  2 ,  4 ,  and 6,  Interviewees 1 ,  3 ,  4 ,  9 ,  11 ,
15 ,  18,  and 20) .  A few of the participants,  mostly
youth,  were interested in employment within the
forces (Focus group 8,  Interviewee 7) or in sports
(Focus groups 4,  7 ,  and 8) .

Those who are in employment expressed the need
for progressing and/or changing their career
trajectory for a managerial  or policy-level
employment posit ion.  These included counsell ing
and/or social  work (Focus groups 2 and 6,
Interviewees 2 and 12) ,  management ( Interviewees 4
and 14) ,  policy-related ( Interviewees 13 and 14) ,
engineering (Focus group 3) ,  or architecture (Focus
group 8) ,  and a few other professions.

Our participants highlighted the need for career
support and advice for securing and maintaining
employment.  These required changes by the former
refugees themselves,  as well  as employers ,
workplaces,  and government.  The institutions such
as the Refugee Orientation Trust (ROC) also had a
role to play with former refugees’  personal growth
and development,  employer/workplace practices,
and government.   See Figure 3 for an i l lustration of
these areas.
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5 . 5 . P E R S O N A L  A C T I O N S  F O R  G R O W T H
A N D  D E V E L O P M E N T

5 . 5 . 1 .  D E V E L O P I N G  S E L F - C O N F I D E N C E ,  P O S I T I V E
B E L I E F S ,  A N D  W O R K  A T T I T U D E S  

Our participants recognised that they had a part to play
in the resettlement process.  They identif ied several areas
of self-development,  relating to being posit ive,  gaining
host country ski l ls ,  making connections (networking) ,  and
learning local norms.

The main advice participants gave themselves was to
believe in themselves or develop self-confidence.  The
participants advocated drawing on inner strength to
persist and keep going:

They emphasised a need to develop self-confidence
when seeking employment.  Elaborating on these further ,
the participants mentioned that hard work is required to
learn,  to develop, and to grow at least at the beginning:

Take your f irst  step and then just move
forward and never give up  (Focus group 2) .  
Everything is possible ( Interviewee 12) .
Try to do the best ( Interviewee 16) .  
Be strong, believe in yourself ,  and do your
best ( Interviewee 22) .
It  just depends on yourself  ( Interviewee 3) .

I 've consistently just worked hard… I 've always
tried to f ind a source to learn,  and always
grow and build myself  ( Interviewee 14) .  
We don't  have the experience to work here.
But I  think at the beginning it  was a l itt le bit
just hard.  But we need to don't  give up,  carry
on to try to f ind job ( Interviewee 16) .
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The youth participants were very vocal about self-belief
and confidence:

The participants also mentioned that seeking employment
could be sometimes emotionally draining but believing
‘you can do’  helped:

Other suggestions included developing “self-confidence”
(Focus group 6) and “ lose their  shyness” ( Interviewee 12)
and learning.  Participants also talked about having posit ive
attitudes toward work,  not relying on benefits ,  and wanting
to work:

In addition,  participants advised others to start with
something they are good at ,  whether in employment or in
self-employment:

They expressed posit ive attitudes and actions about work:

Trust yourself  (Focus group 4) .  
You have to go for it  yourself  (Focus group 9) .

Doesn't  make you feel  that you can go,  but
you can.  ( Interviewee 13) .

Don't look to the Benefit  ( Interviewee 1) .
First thing you need is you actually need to
want to work ( Interviewee 14) .

You can start with anything,  you can start
with small  things,  just start with things that
you're good at (Focus group 2) .

Believe in yourself .  Like they have to believe in
themselves.  Like i f  they're struggling,  just bear
it .  I f  you're struggling,  just keep going.  Keep
trying.  Everyone is from different countries.  So
everyone has diff icult ies.  There are lots of
other chances in NZ for you,  to help you to get
your points together.  I 'm trying to go for the
opportunities.  But it  doesn't  matter i f  you
know, good or bad. Just try .  You can improve
or you can just get better .  You can just learn.
Yeah, doesn't  matter i f  someone else tel ls  you
not to do it ,  just go for it .  It  doesn't  matter i f
you can or I 'm that good at it .  You can just
learn and don’t  think I 'm gonna give up.  Yeah,
don't  give up (Focus group 9) .
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5 . 5 . 2 .  D E V E L O P I N G  H O S T  C O U N T R Y  S K I L L S ,
E X P E R I E N C E ,  A N D  K N O W L E D G E  

Learning English and gaining driving ski l ls  dominated the
discussions about the necessary ski l ls  to achieve
integration in the NZ environment.  All  interview and focus
group participants talked about learning and practicing
English.  They used phrases l ike:

Another participant explained that people learn the
language when they are embedded in situations that
require the English language:

This wil l  also help to “practice English” ( Interviewee 21) .  

Similar sentiments were voiced by one participant:

Improve your English,  … .  work on your
language (Focus group 1) .
Know the language of the country that they
are coming in (Focus group 3) .  
Learn English (Focus group 4,  Interviewee 19) .  
Language is the way to employment (Focus
group 5) .
make fr iends,  especial ly with those who speak
English better than you ( Interviewee 14) .

I  have some ideas about learning the
language, it  should be in the environment,  not
in the classroom. I  mean for example i f  I  want
to learn some other language, some Tamils ,
something l ike that,  where can I  learn? Inside
the class? I  have to go to stay somewhere with
[Tamil]  people.  For example,  i f  I  want to learn
is Chinese,  so I  have to go,  [and] make fr iends
with the Chinese,  [or]  I  have to stay in Chinese.
So I  wil l  learn the language very quickly
( Interviewee 1) .

Knowing English is  one of the key subjects
that makes the person to be more adaptable.
So it  wil l  make it  easier to make fr iends.  And
so when you make fr iends and you're probably
lending to the f irst  job,  and after that you can
prove yourself  you can show that you can
speak English ( Interviewee 5) .
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Other participants considered driving ski l ls  is  as equally or
more important than language ski l ls :

In addition to these,  participants talked about learning
computer ski l ls  ( Interviewee 19) ,  studying in NZ (Focus
groups 7 and 9,  Interviewees 4,  7 ,  14 ,  and 22) ,  attending
training programmes ( Interviewees 1 ,  4 ,  5 ,  and 12) ,  gaining
work experience by doing volunteer work (Focus groups 3
and 9,  Interviewees 2,  9 ,  13 ,  and 22) part-t ime work
(Interviewee 22) or any other work they could do
(Interviewees 20 and 22) .

In addition to learning the English language, participants
advised other former refugees to gain driving ski l ls .  Most
participants ranked driving as the second most important
skil l  they needed:

English matters at work,  but when you have
your vehicle and you have your l icence,  you
can even join those physical work which wil l
not require you much English,  but the f irst
thing I  would say driving ( Interviewee 12) .  
But with a l icence you can have a job.  Yeah,
because you can speak English,  you can have
a job,  but how are you going to get to work?
Yeah, because public transport is  not that
available in New Zealand so you wil l  need a
car ( Interviewee 19) .

In New Zealand, you need to have a car and
driving lessons.  Yeah. So i f  you don't  have that
is really hard to f ind a job ( Interviewee 2) .  
The f irst  is  language; the second is you have
to have that knowledge of driving […]  I f  you
want to go on the job,  you need a car,  you
need transport to reach your job,  so this is  the
second important thing you need to,  driving
skil l ,  to improve your driving ski l l  and you
have to be l icensed (Focus group 1) .  
The main issue is  language, and second is
driving l icense.  Because you don't  have your
driving l icense,  even if  you get a job you can't
do it  because you wil l  not reach to your
workplace (Focus group 5) .
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5 . 5 . 3 .  N E T W O R K I N G

Our participants talked about the use of their  networks and building
their institutional l inks and connections to enhance their employment
outcomes.  Their family members always encouraged them to f ind
employment and supported them in their  endeavours:

Friends ( Interviewees 12 and 18) also l inked them with employment
agencies:  Further ,  the participants shared that regular contact with
Work and Income (Interviewee 6) ,  and Red Cross and their volunteers
(Focus group 8,  Interviewee 8,  12 ,  and 16) also help in f inding
employment.  Expanding this further ,  focus group 8 participants
emphasised the importance of connections -  it  is  not about what you
know and who you know:

Building on the network,  and diversifying the network beyond the
ethnic community was seen to open up employment opportunities and
to help in improving English:

My brother encouraged me to try my luck to apply for a few
jobs.  And I  was l ike,  Okay,  let 's  just give it  a try (Focus group 9) .  
I  have one fr iend from India […] .  My fr iend was talking to me in
the off ice about an appointment one day.  So I  explained to my
family ,  my young sister ,  can you help me at the appointment?
We talked about it  together,  but for me I  never studied at
school ,  so very diff icult  to understand English.  But my sister
helped me in that appointment.  The f irst  t ime in the off ice my
manager talked about more jobs for my sister .  Do you l ike
cleaning the job? Okay.  My sister said “yes” […]  He said “Would
you l ike go together with your sister and clean in the night,  in
the school?” ( Interviewee 21) .

Sometimes it 's  not about what you know, but rather who you
know. So,  make connections as much as you can. Because if
you know someone l ike the manager or something,  the
likel ihood of you getting the job is  a bit  more.  I 'd also l ike to
volunteer where it 's  l ike it  started.  Just make connections just
to make ends meet.  And then something wil l  just pop up.  You
know people,  the more people you know, the more chances i f
you're looking for a job then the more chance of job (Focus
group 8) .

Network,  network,  don't  just get stuck in your community,
make fr iends,  network,  diversity network,  make fr iends,  talk to
people,  talk to former refugees,  talk to other people,  European
people,  talk to everyone ….  ( Interviewee 14) .
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5 . 5 . 4 .  H O S T  C O U N T R Y  V A L U E S  A N D  R U L E S

Our participants emphasised that former refugees should know about
the host country 's  rules,  values,  and norms. Our participants
recommended a proactive approach by the former refugees:

These were advocated to help understand of the cultural differences
between home and host countries and get accustomed to the host
country context .  Research about the types of industries and availabil ity
of jobs also was recommended so that the NZ context could be
ascertained:

Participants in general appreciated the welcome they received in their
host country.

However,  this was not always the case as one participant shared:

Become accustomed to the conditions here (Focus group 3) .
Learn about New Zealand  (Focus group 4) .
Love New Zealand  (Focus group 5) .  
Know the culture here in New Zealand ( Interviewee 15) .
Understand how the industry works  ( Interviewee 14) .
Respect the laws and rules of the country (Focus group 1) .

So I  would say would be really good. I f  they research what are
the best jobs or the best kind of jobs that they could get.  I f  it 's
painting,  for example,  it 's  a really good job here in New
Zealand. So they can get quote in immediately .  Or l ike
construction,  for example,  that they can get.  Maybe they start
in the lower base i f  they don't  have experience,  but they can
grow with t ime. So would be very interesting if  they research
about this  ( Interviewee 5) .

They are very respectable people,  they're receiving us very well ,
giving us a very warm welcome (Focus group 1) .  
In this country is  that they don't  really discriminate at that
level ,  saying this is  black,  this is  white,  but they try to treat
everyone the same level .  That is  what makes us happy (Focus
group 5) .

So when I  was here,  f irst ,  you know, I  was called terrorist ,  I  got
bull ied al l  the t ime, I  was physically attacked […] .  When I  was
younger,  f ive,  s ix ,  we got it  bad. Now former refugees,  to be
honest with you,  are treated quite well  ( Interviewee 14) .
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5 . 6 . E M P L O Y E R / W O R K P L A C E  A C T I O N S

Workplace or employer support was required to
enhance employment outcomes.  Understanding the
former refugees’  s ituation could help:

Some of the participants mentioned that having
people who speak the same language helped in
entry into employment:

Once former refugees are in employment,  having
mentoring or a ‘buddy system’ aided progression in
their employment:

I  think the employers need to be more
open to work with more ethnic
communities  ( Interviewee 13) .
I f  they have some English,  just give them
a chance.  Give them a time and they wil l
build on this .  Learn in the environment,
in the discussions,  this is  my advice
( Interviewee 1) .

My first job was in Auckland, at a
restaurant.  I  went to the restaurant and
then he said. . .he is  speaking the same
language as me. So he said,  "Oh, are you
looking for a job?" And I  said yes,  and
then we did al l  the process,  and then I
started work.  It  was so good (Focus
group 4) .

And naturally my mentor,  he was
bri l l iant for me, because he told me “You
can do this ,  but you need to work on this
again.”  It  was constructive crit icism
( Interviewee 14) .
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5 . 7 . I N S T I T U T I O N A L  R O L E S

Institutions supporting former refugees have a role to play in al l  three
areas:  former refugees’  personal growth and development,  employer
or workplace changes,  and NZ's social  environment changes.
 
Our participants suggested they would l ike support for personal
growth and development,  and changes in approaches to service
delivery.  They had much to say about the way support services are
delivered to the former refugees and made suggestions for changes.

Many participants talked about conducting or continuing the English
language classes.  A gap was perceived to be in the delivery of classes
for older persons and those classes needed to be adjusted based on
the target group of language learners :

 English classes,  English classes,  so [we] can learn
(Focus group 4) .  
I  would l ike to see the language support for the elderly
in al l  New Zealand.  What happens i f  a person is over
65 year?[…] we are talking about the people around
50-55-65 years,  they never went to school ,  but they
want to be part of  the New Zealand but they feel  go to
a study l ike an obligation  ( Interviewee 13) .



35

In addition,  participants mentioned services related to work:
document processing and identifying referees ( Interviewee 2) ,  CV
writ ing (Focus group 3,  Interviewees 12 and 14) ,  and information on
the availabil ity of jobs (Focus group 6,  Interviewees 12 and 18) .

Self-employment support was sought by many,  concerning
information and other resources (Focus group 1 ,  Interviewees 2,  4 ,  10,
12,  16,  18,  20,  and 22)

I  think one of the things that could help is  to teach
and educate people regarding how they could help
their  own businesses,  because I  think for a lot of  us
have the ski l ls ,  we have had people who used to have
businesses back home or where they come from
( Interviewee 22) .

Beyond language, participants highlighted practicing driving (Focus
group 5) and empowering people to self-advocate:

Also,  they need work-related information ( Interviewees 2,  16,  and 18) .

People should be educated about how to speak for
themselves” ( Interviewee 22) .

With good information about this job,  about that job:
what job they need, where they can f ind this job….  But
then they need someone or some people who can help
a specif ic way with this ( Interviewee 18) .

It  was suggested that service support should start with the young
(Interviewee 14) .  Specif ically ,  i f  the young were not inclined to work
or have no career plans,  they need mentoring to show the benefits of
employment:

You may see some youth people 18,19,  20 and above,
they are not maybe even going to classes,  and they
are not going to work.  So,  because they say,  they are
getting benefit ,  r ight.  But I  would say l ike,  those
people need the meeting [some mentors]  to open up
their mind ( Interviewee 12) .
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These services should be also targeted at empowering former
refugees,  making them more independent rather than keeping
them reliant on others by doing activit ies for them:

Some services need to be better advertised ( Interviewee 5) as

… when these refugee,  when they go to external
sources,  and they get them to make the CVs
and the interviews,  that doesn't  do anything.
You're doing everything for someone.  You're
not actually l ike,  supporting with each thing
you're doing for them. And that's the issue.
They're getting things done for them. That's the
issue,  because it 's  easier to get things done for
them ….  They don't  learn to do things on their
own. They just rely on these people to do it  for
them. ( Interviewee 14) .

“a lot of  people are in need but they don't  get
help.  They don't  know where to go” ( Interviewee
13) .

Additionally ,  it  was shared that the services should be given by
professionals as a former refugee may not have the correct
knowledge for instructing other former refugees to f ind
employment.

I  would see changes in the in the support given,
the support given to them is completely wrong.
It 's  completely structured incorrectly ,  you have
refugees giving support to other refugees.  But it
doesn't  logically make sense.  Because the
refugees are giving support they don't  know, can
barely speak English […] .  So how are they helping
other refugees get jobs and improve themselves
[…]  The system is completely wrong, the support
system is completely wrong. What needs to
happen, then is to restructure where
professionals (who actually have achieved many
jobs,  and we've done well)  support refugees to
get jobs,  not refugees who have never had a job
themselves ( Interviewee 14) .



37

A role for advocacy with employers was highlighted. Focus group 5
participants considered it  good to have a community member
advocating for them. Similarly ,  one interviewee supported broad
workplace-related advocacy:

Public awareness and community education about former refugees
was promoted:

I  think sometimes the actual employees don’t  respect us
for who we are.  So sometimes I  think we need advocacy
support .  Because I ’ve had times where I ’ve actually
applied for a job or I  went to place and I ’m l ike “hey,  I ’m
looking for a job,  this is  my CV” and people wil l  l i terally
say to my face “we’ve got other Kiwis who aren’t
working,  why do you think we would employ you?” And
that is  very harsh and holds me back ( Interviewee 22) .

I  would do is  just public awareness of refugees in terms
of how hard is [ for them].  I  think it 's  getting better and
better .  But more and more workplaces need public
awareness to understand that hey,  yes,  a refugee might
not be able to you know, they might not understand this
init ial ly ,  but hey,  they wil l  get better ( Interviewee 14) .
It ’s  not actual policy procedures that lead to
discrimination,  … but the people that do it”  ( Interviewee
22) .
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Economic integration is complex and gradual .  It  comprises of distinct but inter-
related social  and cultural dimensions,  al l  of  which are important for the abil ity
of former refugees to integrate economically as ful ly included members of the
host society.  The data we gathered during this research provided many ideas of
ways that former refugees may be supported in their  endeavours to make their
contribution to NZ's social  and economic environments.  Most importantly these
ideas emerged from the former refugees themselves and were not generated by
well-meaning or well- intended ‘outsiders . ’  The former refugees readily conveyed
the sentiment that “we want to contribute” .  Our f indings highlight areas that
need to be strengthened and by organisations that support former refugees.  We
provide some suggestions here for ROC and other organisations:

6 . F U T U R E  S T E P S
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◼  Personal development sessions

◼  Career readiness workshop series delivered in multi-languages:

◼  Career readiness information in multiple languages

◼  Employer/work related activities

◼  Role models and others talking of benefits of working:

◼  Self-employment 

◼  Providing volunteering opportunities

◼  Continuing training classes on language and driving

◼  Advocacy and awareness 

◼  Links with Government Ministries for ethnic community training and
resources

◻  Training sessions on posit ive mindset,  self-eff icacy,  and confidence 
◻  Youth focus sessions on career pathways 

◻  Career pathway sessions:  plumbing, mechanics,  nursing,  beauty
care.  
◻  Information or section in a Newsletter on specif ic career related
information 
◻  NZ work culture,  work ethics ,  and expectations
◻  The role of a CV and CV development 
◻  Interview practice -  mock interviews 

◻  Information section on the newsletter/website or social  media on
specif ic career related information 
◻  Developing a multi- language short video series on career readiness 

◻  Job boards,  meet-ups of potential  workers and employers 
◻  Informal or formal meet-ups for career development 
◻  Recruiters or industry personnel giving talks on employment 
◻  Sessions on how to deal with racism and biases at workplaces 

◻  Moving beyond social  benefits 
◻  Opportunities available/types of jobs 

◻  Sessions/talks on self-employment start-up and development.  
◻  Multicultural festivals/fairs to showcase talent,  and ethnic
businesses
◻  Social  enterprise or community cooperative-type arrangements 

◻  Advocacy with employers for dedicated pathways for well-
performing youth  
◻  Awareness campaigns (newsletters ,  community meetings,  etc. )  of
former refugees’  contribution to the society
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As part of the duty to share the voices of the former refugees who were
participants in this research,  the ROC Research Team (the authors of this
report) ,  aims to publish and disseminate the f indings as widely as
possible through different avenues such as:

◼  Improve English communication skills 

◼  Matching former refugee skills and labour market needs.

◼  Accounting for gender

◼  Promoting social integration

i .  Media:  press reports ,  newspaper articles
i i .  Reports :  to various Government Ministr ies supporting former
refugees in NZ (e.g. ,  Education,  Internal Affairs ,  etc)
i i i .  Information feedback sessions and workshops:  for local body
employees,  community groups,  employers ,  and former refugee
support organisations.
iv .  Institutional websites and publications:  ROC Newsletter and
Website blogs/releases of the Universit ies .
v .  Non-academic publications:  Conversation New Zealand,
Research f inding briefs .  
v i .  Academic publications:  Journals (this process to publication
can take up to 3 years) ,  book chapters .
vi i .  Oral presentations:  Conferences (NZ and overseas) and other
institutional presentations (e.g. ,  ROC AGM, Hamilton City
Council ,  Research groups)

Examples of practical programs that are drawn from the participants’
stories should focus on:

English language wil l  remain the pil lar for integration,  but its teaching
must adapt to new techniques,  and cater to the needs of the elderly
former refugees.

There is l imited transferabil ity of ski l ls  obtained abroad. Formal
qualif ications from overseas are not recognised and uncertainty exists
about the former refugees’  formal qualif ications.

Many former refugees come from a country of origin that is
characterised by high gender inequality .  Many of the women lack
qualif ications compared with their  menfolk or compared with men and
women of the host country.

Social  integration is most important in achieving economic integration.



This research aimed to identify the reasons why some working-aged former
refugee adults or youth do not engage in economic activit ies despite their
diverse work attr ibutes,  expectations,  aspirations,  and needs.  Specif ically ,  our
research provides empirical evidence to:  

Armed with the results of our research,  support agencies,  and individuals may
be better informed to assist former refugees in gaining meaningful ,  productive
work and raising the current low employment rate so that former refugees may
integrate more successfully into the communities of their  host country.

7.CONCLUS ION
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i .  Provide a knowledge base for an informed inclusive community
that recognises the potential  contribution of a diverse community
i i .  Promote improvements in social  wellbeing
ii i .  Tai lor support services to the needs of the former refugees.
iv .  Fi l l  a gap in knowledge re aspirations and experiences of NZ
former refugees.
v .  Assist government policymaking.
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