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Routes was founded as a direct response to the additional barriers faced by women who
are seeking safety in the UK. 

We are a capacity-building community offering opportunities for refugee and asylum
seeking women to develop personally and professionally. We aim to be a stepping stone
from where people are, to where they want to be by lowering systemic barriers and
providing individualised support. 

We want every woman to have the chance to lead a joyful, fulfilling life. In order to do
this we help people to access jobs and education, build their networks and create
community, improve language and digital skills and access culture here in the UK.

O V E R V I E W

We are on a mission to connect communities and
champion women, through 1:1 mentoring programmes
and confidence-building creative workshops

Our community is one that promotes aspirations and provides opportunities for growth
for women in London affected by the hostile asylum system. We lower systemic barriers
to enable each individual to thrive by creating spaces for development through our work.
Women in our community are facing discrimination and many interlinking systemic
barriers. The intersection of these barriers means that they can be very hard to
overcome, and this is the reason that individualised support is so important. 

We recognise that a one-size-fits-all approach
does not work and instead we accompany
individuals on their journeys to thriving. In
the words of one of our participants:

"

 
Routes works in a totally

different way, they support you
in the original proper way

which you can benefit from
your whole life regardless of the

position you are in - asylum
seeker or refugee. It makes your

whole life beneficial.

"



T H E  Y E A R  I N
N U M B E R S

women engaged  in  our  work
over  the  year .  Th i s  i s  a  mix

o f  women jo in ing  new
programmes  for  the  f i r s t

t ime,  and  women engag ing
wi th  our  ongo ing

community  opportun i t ies

115 505

59 41

hours  o f  1 :1  mentor ing
de l i vered  prov id ing

ind iv idua l i sed  support .  Th i s
t ime was  spent  support ing

mentees  to  f ind  jobs ,  app ly  to
un ivers i t ies  and  scho larsh ips ,

bu i ld  con f idence  and  future
asp i rat ions  and  improve

communicat ion  sk i l l s

creat ive  workshops  and
one-o f f  events  that  support
wi th  we l lbe ing ,  communi ty

bu i ld ing  and  persona l
deve lopment

mentees  success fu l l y
graduated  f rom our

mentor ing  programme,
mov ing  on  to  cont inue

the i r  pro fess iona l
deve lopment



13 17
mentees wanted to

work on building new
skills - mostly digital

skills or English.

11
 

M E N T O R I N G
P R O G R A M M E

mentees' goals were
in employment,

including finding a job,
interview technique

and CV support.

mentees' goals were
related to accessing

university courses and
scholarships.

On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being achieving their goal, on average mentees
moved from a 3.5 to a 8.5 by the end of the four months with their mentor.

84%
 

84%
 

100% said their confidence improved over the course of the programme

said their networks improved because of the programme

said they wouldn't have made the same progress without their mentor

3.5 8.5

41 women successfully completed the programme this
year. Of the graduates:



We check back in with all mentor programme participants six month after their

programme ends. This helps us to better understand our longer term impact, and

gives us insight into the journey's that each person is on and the barriers they may

face after the programme ends. 
 

This year we had six month phone calls with 15 of the 16 women who graduated in

August 2020, and the 20 women who graduated in Feb 2021. 

of pairs are still in touch 6 months after the programme64 %
We know that a big impact of our mentoring programme is the meaningful relationship that
people build with their mentors, who become champions for them long after the programme.
Some pairs continued in a mentor/mentee dynamic but others establish friendships.

12 women had started a university degree, college course or professional
qualification either during the programme or in the following six months. 

7 women had started jobs that they felt they wouldn't have got without
the connections or confidence the mentoring programme offered

11 women were still working hard to achieve their goals when we spoke to them 6 months
after the programme ended. For many this is because of barriers that are out of their control
meaning that they couldn't take the final steps in finishing their goals - like waiting on the right
to work from the home office, or life events like pregnancy. For others their goal was more
long term and they are continuing to make progress towards it.

5 women that we spoke to had stopped
working on the goal that they had been
working on together with their mentor.



         Aadya* had previously worked as a 
   primary school teacher before coming to the 
UK. She was really keen to get a job in the UK but 
she felt nervous because her qualifications weren’t 
recognised in the UK and she didn’t feel confident talking in
English. As an asylum seeker she does not yet have the right to
work, but with her mentor she started working out what the road
ahead to work would look like. Together they discovered courses
she could start, learnt how to search for jobs, and practiced
professional communications in English. During the programme
she started a ICT and English course at college. When reflecting
on her journey with the mentoring programme she thought the
       programme was different because it was women to women, 
                    and made her feel safe. 

                  Sarah* applied for the 
              mentoring programme to receive
               some support in thinking about 

           what career path to follow and 
         to apply for some training to prepare   

     for this. She needed flexible working
because of her children, and was thinking
about a career in banking or teaching. Her

mentor helped her to see that she didn’t have
just two options, and gave her insight into all
the possible options that were out there for
her. With the help of the Routes Hardship

Fund, she was able to cover the course fee for 
a CISI course in Finance which she has 

now started! 

              Bakari* initially joined the      
         programme because she wanted to 
   find a job but after going through some

exploration with her mentor realised that it
might be a good option to study something

first. Her mentor was helping her to
understand her strengths and values and she

reflected that continuing to learn about
herself was now a priority. Since the
programme finished she has been 

studying, volunteering, and now has 
secured her first job in the UK. 

*not their real names



77 59
women on average

joined each workshop

11

P E R S O N A L
D E V E L O P M E N T

T H R O U G H
C R E A T I V I T Y  

All members of the Routes Community have access to all our
workshops that support with personal development through

creativity 

women in our
community

WhatsApp group 

workshops and one-off
events throughout the

year

We ran two programmes of creative workshops this year. We know that
theatre and creative expression are fantastic tools for building confidence and
we wanted to harness this to run workshops that support people to continue
to develop their skills and grow personally. We wanted to expand our
pedagogy by bringing in external facilitators who are experts in their fields.
These included playwright Eva Edo, actor Teri-Bobb Baxter, musician Holly
Khan, poet Cecilia Knapp and yoga therapist Sangeeta Bhandari.

88%
 

52%
 

36%

said they learnt a new skill during a workshop

said their communication skills improved because
of the workshop

said they were more in touch with their strengths
because of the workshop



Won’t you celebrate with me 
because I am brave,
I have been through bridges that are cracked in the middle,
With only my strength to survive 
And I have summoned my strength and I have survived.

I have woken up on days so dark and lonely 
But I have gotten up and lit a candle and found a path through the darkness.

I rise each day with purpose,
To make each day better than the last even though the obstacles seem
insurmountable.
I appreciate my successes and grow through my failures.

Won’t you celebrate with me because I have found the courage to rise up and
embrace each day with open arms.

In the autumn we were thrilled to
connect in person again, running our

first in person programme of workshops
since 2019 at Chats Palace.  

 
These workshops were aimed at bringing
our community back together again and

using creativity to connect and have fun. 
 

Together we danced, painted, made
pottery, played with puppetry and did

yoga.
 

We partnered with Heartstrings who
provided childcare during these

workshops, meaning mums with young
kids could attend.

Poem written by M during a workshop



In summer we had an outdoor party at Dalston Curve Garden where we
sang together and performed work that had been created during our online
lockdown workshops. Watch this video to find out more:

“Routes has meant so much to
me because every time I come
and gather with the Routes
Community I always feel at home
   because they welcome me,
      they’re good and I’m happy”

We had two wonderful days in Kew Gardens
which enabled 29 women and their children to
see the family show 'Wind in the Willows'. In
December we organised a trip of 15 people to
see 'The Bolds' to the Unicorn Theatre.

E V E N T S

This year we ran 7 one off events which included trips, and
events, and workshops

                   “Routes has 
           supported me brilliantly 
     through Covid19 and they’ve 
  been like a refuge for me to be 
honest. It’s the best place to be so I’m
happy today because they’ve given me 
that ability to equip myself as an 
 asylum seeker to make it and 
     become somebody”

https://youtu.be/59CHUgLFxKw


L I V E D
E X P E R I E N C E
L E A D E R S H I P

“My aim for starting the ASPIRE program
was to help other asylum seekers or
refugees who may be feeling the way I felt
to come together and think of what they
can do or any goals they might want to
achieve and see if being in a group of people
in the same situation can help them.”

Aspire ran three sessions, facilitated by one
of the leadership group participants. 12
people engaged with the project and most
of them said that they felt inspired by it,
that the sessions were helpful and that they
are highly likely to participate in this project
in the future. 

Aspire We are now working with M to think
about the future of Aspire, supporting her
to apply for funding and the potential of
making it a longer term project with
Routes. 

This was an opportunity for women in the Routes Community interested in working in
charities, or the social sector, to gain practical experience and develop relevant skills. We
provided training in project design and management, a small amount of project funding, and
worked with individuals to launch their ideas into reality. We also organised strengths
coaching for all participants, giving them to work with a certified professional strengths coach
to understand themselves and their work a bit better. 

We hope to continue this work into 2022 and beyond, providing opportunities for work
experience that can lead to further opportunities for women from the community to
volunteer with us, work with us or join our board.

This year we launched the Routes Leadership Group

Three women joined the leadership group and two of them went on to
launch their own projects:



This project involved workshops targeting different sides of worries facing asylum
seekers. One was aimed at reconnecting with ourselves and our hobbies, something that
F felt that it was easy to lose sight of when going through the asylum process. After this
workshop, we used the Routes Resources Database to send relevant information about
organisations or events to individuals. 

The second workshop was aiming to reduce the stress of the asylum process by having a
space that women could be spoken through the process by a lawyer and have a chance to
ask questions. This session was run by volunteers from DLA Piper, one of whom spoke
about her own personal journey through the asylum process. 

Mental Health Support

“It was a great experience, It was my first time contributing to such a project. The finished
project was also good. I hope the participants remember the project and I hope it helps
them with their journey as a person seeking asylum in the UK. 

I will not say that my confidence level will be as an expert but I feel this confidence that I
can design and deliver a workshop. I have developed designing, presenting, and listening
skills from this project. During the coaching session, I learn the importance of taking and
acknowledging compliments and seeing it as what people see in me that I may not see
myself and how this can also help me in believing in myself 
and developing my self confidence. 

This experience has changed my perspective
about my professional career. Routes have
helped me and they don't take anyone for
granted. They really listened to you and
your ideas. Thank you Routes and they have
done a lot for me.”

Impact on Leadership Group Participants
Participants said they gained project management skills and felt more

confident in their leadership skills. 



The Routes Resources Database is full of organisations, opportunities and things to
read, watch, listen to and learn from. It is regularly updated by Routes and
contributed to by those who use it. It currently contains 189 entries. 

C O M M U N I T Y
S U P P O R T

The Routes Job List goes out
around once per month to
advertise paid work opportunities
to those on the list. We are also
able to offer professional referees
for women who have done the
programme, which can make all the
difference to getting a job offer. It
currently goes out to 24 women

R E S O U R C E S  D A T A B A S E

J O B S  L I S T L A P T O P S
Many women who join us don't
have access to laptops or tablets at
home, and so it is now a key part of
our programme that we offer
laptops to those on the programme
that can be kept even after the
programme ends. This year we gave
out 19 laptops for women to keep
as their own.

Alongside our programmes, we have developed some support
that is available for everyone after they leave a programme. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=59CHUgLFxKw&feature=emb_title


3 20
members of UBS' UK

HR department
engaged with our

volunteering event

77

B U S I N E S S
E N G A G E M E N T

Each year we work with businesses across sectors, supporting
them to engage with refugee and asylum seeking issues 

businesses who
partnered on our

mentoring programme

48% of mentors felt that their
knowledge of the asylum system

improved as a result of the
programme.

Our lunch and learn events
demystifies what it means to be a
refugee, how people claim asylum

in the UK and some of the
challenges they face along the way.

We always end by raising
awareness for active campaigns and
encouraging people to get involved.

Employees listened to the stories of four
women from the Routes Community, who

have faced or currently face barriers to
accessing employment, because of their

experience of the asylum system. They then
split into teams to design help sheets,
responding directly to the stories they

heard, to be shared with other members of
the Routes Community.

+

We joined forces with Pernod Ricard UK to deliver a workshop on the International Women's
Day theme of #ChooseToChallenge. 100+ employees from across the organisation joined us for
a workshop designed to help them respond to something they care about. We started by telling
the story of Routes and the injustices of the UK asylum system that we oppose. We then guided
them through some activities to identify their own roadmap for change.

I N T E R N A T I O N A L  W O M E N S  D A Y  2 0 2 1

lunch and learn
workshops facilitated
on the asylum system



Huge thanks to all our supporters and funders this year!

Photo from our End of Programme celebration with our cohort of mentors and mentees in Summer 2021


