The Inclusive Game: Grassroots Football Movements are Beneficial to Asylum Seekers’ Mental Health
Asylum seekers arrive in the UK with next to nothing. Not only this, but there is little support in place to help them forge a new life and address all of the obstacles they face. Once pre-migration trauma has been dealt with, an array of difficulties is presented that problematise adjustment to the host society. These include lack of financial support, insufficient housing and mental health problems. Football can change this. It helps to foster a sense of belonging, and can provide the basis for a more positive existence. 
Football Unites, Racism Divides (FURD) is a charitable project dedicated to social inclusion. They have been looking into the links between football and inclusion within communities and trying to establish ways of increasing integration opportunities for asylum seekers. 

The Benefits of Football to the Asylum Seeker Community
If you are forced to flee your home country due to threats of violence or persecution, landing in a country where you may not speak the language and are subject to a lengthy administrative process is tough. Many families come to the UK in the hope that they will be given a second chance, but it can be hard to build a life within a new community. Asylum seekers consistently report that they are aware of a feeling as though they simply do not belong in the UK, especially in areas with minimal ethnic diversity, and this is of particular concern among vulnerable young people.

FURD has been working with immigrants for a number of years. They have used their unique position in the lives of the people they help to learn more about the impact of not belonging. While many are in limbo waiting for their applications for asylum or British Citizenship to be assessed, there is still an opportunity to create a sense of belonging which benefits those who are marginalised.
In the process of promoting football in communities with high numbers of asylum seekers, FURD has identified a number of ways in which their work benefits those who are struggling. These include the establishment of a routine, which can provide vital structure to those who might otherwise have few opportunities to connect with others on a regular basis. 

The social aspect of playing in a team with others is hugely important as a means of encouraging social integration, and works to reinforce the areas of commonality amongst team members. The contest allows them a forum for emotional and physical release. In addition, the format of the game is a levelling influence where all players are equal, judged solely on their strengths with no reference to their origins or stereotypes about their status.

The Importance of Belonging

There are more than 20 million refugees and asylum seekers in the world, and more than half of them are under eighteen. While those who leave their home country as an adult may have a strong cultural identity, those who move as children have often experienced significant hardship throughout their lives. Such hardship includes exposure to poverty, violence and fear at such a level for it to impact significantly on their future prospects and sense of self. 

These young people are at risk of long-term social exclusion, which in turn can cause or contribute to lasting mental health issues. Unsurprisingly, there are significant levels of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), depression and anxiety among refugees and asylum seekers, with children suffering at even higher rates than adults. Status has a big impact on mental health and it has been found that more than 84% of asylum seekers suffer from anxiety and depression. The rates drop over time, but integration was still found to have more of an impact on mental health than visa status or educational progress, demonstrating just how important it is. 

Football and Integration
In order to minimise the risks to asylum seekers and refugees, a system that encourages and supports integration is essential. Fostering a feeling of belonging amongst those who come to the UK has its challenges. There is evidence that integration is most effective when both sides of the equation are motivated to create an environment where it is possible. 

Football is hugely popular internationally, both as a spectator sport and amongst those who participate at all levels, from grassroots to professional. Using this common interest as a backdrop for fostering closer links between asylum seekers, refugees and the communities in which they live is one way to improve the outcomes for all of those involved.

Financial Concerns

One of the problems associated with encouraging interaction among asylum seekers and their host communities is that of access, specifically for those who are not in a comfortable enough financial situation to spend money on leisure activities. Asylum seekers are prohibited from working, meaning that they are entirely reliant on the Section 95 support they are allocated by the government. This provides around £5 per day to purchase food, clothing and other essentials, leaving very little available for activities and socialising. 

The promotion of grassroots football by organisations such as FURD provides a low-cost way for football fans to come together, using shared community spaces and the services of volunteer coaches and officials. By meeting in parks and recreation grounds, these sessions are accessible to a wider range of participants and allow those with limited economic means to join in with organised activities. FURD run open training sessions at which travel expenses, sports equipment and a hot meal are included. This makes a monumental difference to the lives of asylum seekers. The charity Refugee Action conducted a study into the lives of those on Section 95 support, and the majority of respondents stated that they did not have enough money for essentials such as food and medicine. The use of shared space for these endeavours not only reduces costs, but also forms stronger community bonds, engaging local residents in a way that reduces the impact of the differences between asylum seekers and their peers. 

When the government and the media in a host country promote hostility to immigrants, integration can be hard to achieve, but organisations such as FURD are taking the power back from the political commentators. They are using grassroots football to create an environment where individuals are valued for their contribution to the game, rather than vilified for the circumstances of their arrival in this country.
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