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We provided intensive, one-to-one support to migrants living in Sunderland 
and the surrounding areas for over 12 months, including advice and advocacy 
to access benefits, housing, and services (e.g., GP practices/schools), as well 
as help with understanding official correspondence. We focused on migrants 
who faced significant issues, including refugees, asylum seekers and people with no 
recourse to public funds. Many of our clients were Eastern Europeans. We have 
supported over 20 nationalities, including Polish, Iranian, Kurdish, Sudanese, Slovak, 
or Syrian people.  

The mains issues clients needed help with included:  

 Accessed new housing  

 Benefit awards/applications   

 Digital access  
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 HMRC issues  

 Housing issues (e.g., damp or unsafe and unsanitary conditions) 

 Financial inclusion- e.g., opening bank accounts  

 Accessing the NHS 

 Accessing schools for children 

 Immigration issues  

Less significant areas of support included employability and/or training.  

Material support (some of which we referred clients for- e.g., clothing, while we have 
been able to provide some ourselves, including sim cards, or applications for 
financial support with external bodies).  

Referrals we also made for support with issues such as  

Most clients needed between 2–4 meetings and 6–8 hours of support to resolve their 
issues, however, we were flexible to meet their needs and often spent much more 
time with the clients. The support was provided by experienced project workers (with 
over 1-4 years of experience in advice/advocacy), and managed by a manager with 
almost 15 years of experience. It was advertised through our social media (e.g., 
Twitter, Facebook), word-of-mouth, and posters in community venues (e.g., 
mosques/churches). 

Through providing advice and advocacy, we supported migrant families in accessing 
housing (e.g., we supported women who had experienced domestic abuse to apply 
for a new home) and benefits (e.g., we supported people who had to start working 
part-time due to health problems to apply for benefits). 

Our work also aimed at supporting people at the earliest possible stage, e.g., 
we did not just support people to appeal decisions or ask for reconsiderations, 
but enabled them to get it right at the beginning of the process, avoiding 
reliance on unofficial advisers. 

The project worked closely worked with the community to ensure they shaped 

our priorities. This happened in several ways, including several focus groups we 

held in the summer and autumn of 2024 (including at our 15 years’ anniversary 

celebration), and a survey of 15% of all the clients held in the summer of 2025. Other 

mechanisms included the ICOS Women Project Steering Group 

(https://icos.org.uk/icos-women/), which has grown from 8 to 12 women since the 

start of the project, and meets every 4-6 weeks to discuss issues affecting the 

community and work priorities, including advice. ICOS is run by-and-for migrant 

people, and several of our board and staff members are former clients, and most 

board and staff members are migrants themselves. Finally, working with the Tyne 

and Wear Citizens has enabled us to utilised community organising methodologies, 

such as community listening sessions to better understand the needs of our 

community.  

Such a high level of involvement, co-production and lived experience has 

helped us a deliver a responsive and effective project.  

https://icos.org.uk/icos-women/
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The outcomes and targets we were to achieve were:  

-Supporting at least 100 clients  

-35% report improved wellbeing 

-27% report an improved financial situation,  

-22% report an improved housing situation 

-19% report feeling safer  

-58% report that their issues have been resolved 

The project has overachieved:  

-It supported at total of 130 clients (almost 30% more than planned) 

-34.57% reported improved wellbeing (which could be rounded to 35%) 

-34.57% reported an improved finical situation  

-30.38% reported an improved housing situation  

-31.25% reported feeling safer  

-Crucially, 71.43% of people reported that their issue had been fully resolved 

-In addition, 17.86% of people reported that their issue had been partially resolved  

The vast majority reported more than one outcome/target being met. 

As a result, our clients rated our support very highly:  

-94.25% rated us as 8 or higher on a rising 1-10 Likert scale. 

-This includes 70%, who rated our support as 10 out of 10. 
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The project has offered significant value for money, given that it represents 
£153.85/client, and most faced significant barriers such as limited English, trauma, 
lack of awareness of local systems and laws, or discrimination.  

Case studies illustrating our work:  

Client Case Study– Support with Disability Benefits and Family 

The client Julia 48 years old, a Polish national residing in the UK, first engaged with 
ICOS (International Community Organisation of Sunderland) in July 2024. She 
sought advice and support regarding Personal Independence Payment (PIP) and 
other services relevant to her family’s needs.  

Shortly after registration, the client requested assistance with completing a PIP 
application form. ICOS staff Ewa supported her throughout the process, ensuring the 
form was completed accurately. Following this, Julia asked for help in completing a 
Disability Living Allowance (DLA) for her daughter, Malgosia. Ewa completed all the 
necessary documents and Julia collected them. Unfortunately, the client was later 
informed us that her PIP application had been denied. In response, ICOS advised 
her to pursue a PIP Mandatory Reconsideration, helping her complete the necessary 
paperwork and also suggested to send the documents via special delivery to ensure 
they were safely and promptly received by the Department for Work and Pensions 
(DWP).  

The client Julia received positive news regarding her daughter’s case (Disability 
Living Allowance). She contacted ICOS to confirm that her daughter Malgosia had 
been successfully awarded DLA. 
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Additionally, the client benefitted from a Christmas referral to Love Amelia, a local 
charitable organisation providing seasonal support. Julia collected her Love Amelia 
gift for her daughter.  

This case highlights ICOS’s continued commitment to supporting members of the 
community in navigating complex welfare systems and accessing essential services. 
Through tailored support and ongoing engagement, the client was able to secure 
important benefits for her daughter and receive additional help during the festive 
season. 

Case Study:  Hassan– supporting a new start in the UK 

Hassan, a 32-year old client from Eritrea approached ICOS shortly after moving into 
his new home. As a newly arrived in the UK, Hassan faced several challenges in 
adjusting to life in a new country and needed support to establish a stable and a life 
different from the one he knows. 

Hassan initially contacted ICOS seeking support in accessing free essential furniture 
for his unfurnished home. At the time, he only had a bed and a cooker. To move 
forward with the application, recent bank statements were required. However, 
obtaining these proved challenging due to Hassan’s unfamiliarity with the UK 
banking system and difficulties navigating online banking platforms. Ewa, one of our 
dedicated project workers, stepped in to assist. She first attempted to reset Hassan’s 
online banking login details but discovered the registered contact number was 
incorrect. After calling the bank’s helpline, Ewa was advised that changes could only 
be made in person at a branch. At the bank, they successfully updated the mobile 
number, but there were complications with updating the address. A follow-up visit to 
amend the address was unsuccessful, as Hassan’s passport was not signed and 
therefore not accepted as valid ID. Ewa, accompanied him to the bank again, and 
after persistence, both the address and contact number were successfully updated. 
As a result, the bank issued a three-month bank statement, which enabled progress 
with the furniture request. Despite these efforts, there was a delay in the delivery of 
the furniture. Ewa then followed up directly with the local council to resolve the issue. 
As a result, a confirmed delivery date was provided to him, giving him piece of mind 
and a clear expectation.  

Our client was also struggling with the Universal Credit application process and had 
difficulty completing his GP registration. Ewa worked closely with him to complete 
both applications, ensuring he was able to access the financial and medical support 
he needed. ICOS also helped Hassan to complete and post his Work Capability 
Assessment questionnaire, an important step in assessing his ability to work and 
accessing the appropriate benefits. He also brought in a largely completed Personal 
Independence Payment (PIP) form. Ewa provided him with step by step guidance on 
how to properly complete and submit the application. 

 Additionally, Hassan was referred to Unity in Community, where he received gas 
and electricity vouchers to help with his immediate utility needs. 

Thanks to the support provided by ICOS, our client was able to complete key benefit 
applications and move closer to financial stability and independence. Although the 
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journey involved multiple hurdles, the tailored support he received helped him feel 
more confident and settle in his new life in the UK. 

Progress was tracked by capturing both baseline and end-of-project data through 

specifically designed questionnaires. Four case studies were written up. ICOS 

worked to improve the evaluation of its services, including the creation of an 

evaluation strategy, which informed the evaluation and monitoring process for the 

project—for example, clients were asked to rate their financial situation on a 1–10 

Likert scale. Additionally, the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale was used 

to measure clients' wellbeing 

(https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/sci/med/research/platform/wemwbs/) at initial registration 

and upon exit from the project to capture changes and improvements. The Lamplight 

data management system (https://www.lamplightdb.co.uk/) was used to support data 

management and analysis. 

While this represents high quality impact capture work, we acknowledge the 

limitations of our evaluation approach, e.g., the fact that we were only able to gain 

some data for 112 out of 130 clients due to contact details’ changes and/or people 

moving abroad/outside of the area.  

 

We are grateful for the National Lottery Community Fund, who have funded 

this project through their Awards for All funding scheme for their help and 

support.  

 

 

 


