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ABSTRACT 

This study explored the experiences of newly arrived and settled Eritrean 

immigrants currently in the UK. Semi-structured interviews were carried out with ten 

newly arrived (<one year) and ten settled (>seven years) participants, recruited 

through an Eritrean café and using snowball sampling. Thematic analysis identified 

three themes: (1) Wanting freedom, expectations of the UK and the desire for safety, 

(2) Integration and becoming part of the British community, (3) Personal 

development, which involved growth and aspirations. Transcending these themes 

was the notion of balance, and the co-existence of past and present. It is argued that 

Eritreans in the UK wish to become part of British community whilst at the same time 

remembering and celebrating their Eritrean culture. This is explained within the 

context of a dual identity and it is argued that rather than being a hindrance, a dual 

rather than single identity facilitates the process of integration. 
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Introduction 

Ethnic diversity in the UK has rapidly increased in the last decade with nearly 

fourteen per cent of the population now belonging to ethnic minority groups (Policy 

Exchange 2014). Over this period of time, Eritreans have made up the third largest 

group to cross the Mediterranean Sea in hope for a better life in the Western part of 

the world (Amnesty International 2016). Eritrea is an East African country located in 

the Horn of Africa and has a history of colonization and war. Migration initially 

increased after 1998 as the government imposed new policies designed to safeguard 

the fragile new nation and rebuild its economy and war-torn infrastructure (Giorgis 

2014; The American Team for Displaced Eritreans 2014), yet it has now been 
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recognized that the Eritrean population is amongst the most oppressed in the world 

(Kingsley 2015). Although there is currently no war in Eritrea, over five per cent of its 

population of 5.6 million have fled their country in the past year due to its government 

regime (Human Rights Watch 2015; BBC 2016a, 2016b). Some of the reasons behind 

many choosing to flee Eritrea involve the absence of freedom of expression, arbitrary 

arrests as well as a compulsory national service (Human Rights Watch 2015). This has 

caused a permanent sense of fear amongst many Eritrean civilians (UNHCR 2012) 

resulting in numerous individuals taking unbelievable risks to escape the Eritrean 

regime (Giorgis 2014). This paper explores in depth one of the many issues raised by 

this transition into a new country; namely identity. 

Howard (2000) has defined identity as being the need to express who we are, which 

in turn is modified through an individual’s social contexts and group memberships. 

Similarly, La Barbera (2015) recognized how the concept of identity has become 

increasingly central to social science. She highlighted how research has explored the 

meanings, conflicts and expectations relating to a diversity of settings, and how the 

expression of these representations constitute elements of identity. Ethnicity is core to 

the notion of identity, and there are several theories that have been used with this 

focus in mind. This paper will draw upon the social identity approach and the 

acculturation model. 

Central to social identity approach (Tajfel and Turner 1979; Turner et al. 1987) is 

the differentiation between an in group and out group through the process of social 

categorization, with social identity being an individual’s sense of who they are, based 

on these group memberships. From this perspective, it is argued that individuals self-

categorize themselves into groups that they identify with as a means to establish a 

social identity which in turn provides individuals with a sense of belonging. 

Accordingly, individuals are prone to express a subjectively favourable outlook of 

fellow ingroup members, which is usually motivated by a positive view of the self 

(Eckes, Trautner, and Behrendt 2005). Furthermore, Abrams and Hogg (1988) argue 

that positive differentiation enhances levels of self-esteem, as positive identities are 

established in which one feels content. Some research has supported this approach 

with a focus on ethnic minorities. For example, Townley et al. (2011) concluded that 



members of ethnic minority groups need to be exposed to a sense of support and 

understanding from their ingroup as well as outgroup in order to encourage 

integration. In terms of Eritreans, Iavasile (2012) found that many Eritreans choose to 

seek asylum in the UK due to the extensive community networks in British cities, 

which reflects their own sense of community within their more collectivistic culture 

(Triandis 1995). Iavasile (2012) also concluded that the UK offers greater opportunities 

for Eritreans to maintain the cultural and social roots especially in metropolitan cities 

such as London. Further, Chase (2013) suggested that many Eritreans view the UK as 

a place of security and hospitality, as many feel they have opportunities to connect 

with individuals in the same predicament as themselves. This suggests that members 

of the Eritrean diaspora may express high levels of group identification due to self-

enhancement relating to their culture of origin alongside the culture of their host 

country. Nonetheless, Berry (1990) noted that an ideal multicultural society would 

enable individuals to implement an integrationist approach, which encourages the 

adoption and appreciation of multiple cultures. Initiatives as such may impact levels 

of integration amongst Eritreans in British societies which will presumably heighten 

and positively influence the identities of those in question. Furthermore, the dual 

identity model (Gaertner and Dovidio 2000) suggests that it is less threatening to 

people’s social identity when they are able to keep both their original identity as well 

as a new, common identity. 

An additional approach to understanding identity in the context of immigration is 

through the process of acculturation. Berry (1990) developed a model of acculturation 

and proposes that levels of acculturation arise as individuals maintain their cultural 

connections, yet have a desire for involvement and interaction with those from a host 

country by willingly adapting to their surroundings. This model also highlighted how 

this adaptation process includes aspects of economic, psychological and sociocultural 

modifications and concluded that positive cultural exchange is necessary to ensure 

that acculturation is achieved effectively. To support this model, Berry (2005) 

concluded that implementing acculturation strategies is effective in enabling members 

of ethnic minorities groups to combine their “home culture” with the culture of their 

new country of residence. Furthermore, he concluded that integration encourages 



intergroup relations, as it minimizes conflict amongst members of a society by 

initiating relations across cultures which in turn, encourages greater levels of 

acceptance amongst a wider society (Berry 2005). In support of this, Chen et al. (2013) 

concluded from their quantitative study, that although managing multiple cultural 

identities can present individuals with complex challenges and can be highly 

conflicting at times, a sense of acceptance and tolerance is vital, both for acculturation 

for the individual and successful globalization for the wider society. 

In summary, the population of the UK has changed dramatically over the past 

decade. This is particularly pertinent given the current migrant crisis occurring across 

Europe and although the majority of these migrants are escaping from Syria, a 

significant minority are from Eritrea. This study therefore focused on the experiences 

of the Eritrean diaspora and will draw upon social identity and the Model of 

Acculturation to explore the impact of these experiences upon identity. In particular, 

this exploratory qualitative study aimed to gain an in depth insight into the 

expectations of new as well as settled Eritreans currently residing in the UK and the 

extent to which they felt that their experiences, whether positive or negative, had 

influenced their social identities. 

Method 

 

Design 

A qualitative design was used involving semi-structured interviews to gain a rich 

understanding of the experiences of newly arrived and settled Eritrean immigrants 

currently residing in the UK.  

 

Ethical issues 

The study raises a number of ethical issues. First, some participants had recently fled 

their country and therefore were quite vulnerable. Second, some participants were 

still in the process of sorting out their paperwork to be able to stay in the UK and may 

have felt vulnerable about their residential status. Third, even those with established 

status may have felt vulnerable and reluctant to disclose too many personal details. 

As a result the interview focused solely on their experiences since living in the UK and 



addressed issues of integration and expectations. Further, the interviews were carried 

out in a familiar and safe environment, in their own language and by a researcher who 

originated from their own country. The study was given favourable ethical approval 

by the university’s ethics committee. 

 

Participants 

The sample consisted of two groups of ten participants each selected by snowball 

sampling: (1) newly arrived Eritreans who had been in the UK for less than twelve 

months at the time of the interviews taking place; (2) settled Eritreans who had been 

in the UK for more than seven years. Participant demographic details are shown in 

Table 1. All participants have been given pseudonyms. 

 

Procedure 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with participants in English or Arabic, 

lasting approximately forty-five to sixty minutes each. The newly arrived participants 

were recruited by the means of posters advertised in a local café in Birmingham 

popular to Eritreans, as well as by word of mouth from the personal contacts of the 

researcher. The settled participants were recruited via the personal contacts of the 

researcher in Birmingham. Both groups consisted of an almost equal number of male 

and female participants aged between twenty-four and sixty-two years old. The 

individuals were initially approached by telephone to make arrangements for a date 

and time to carry out the interview. Participants who spoke neither English nor Arabic 

were excluded from the study due to a language barrier. All participants received an 

information sheet and consent form prior to the study taking place, ensuring 

confidentiality and anonymity. The interviews with the newly arrived participants 

were carried out in the café in which the study was advertised, in a silent room which 

had been booked prior to the interviews taking place. The interviews with the settled 

participants were carried out in their homes all within the Birmingham area. 

 

 

 



Table 1. Participants demographics (newly arrived and settled). 
 

 

Name Gender Age Group Children Time spent in the UK 
 

Omar (N*) Male 20-30 Yes 11 months 

Alia (N*) Female 30-40 No 9 months 

Daniel (N*) Male 20-30 No 9 months 

Khadeja (N*) Female 20-30 Yes 11 months 

Mariam (N*) Female 30-40 Yes 7 months 

Amin (N*) Male 20-30 No 10 months 

Yunees (N*) Male 20-30 No 12 months 

Najma (N*) Female 40-50 Yes 8 months 

Asmarina (N*) Female 20-30 Yes 11 months 

Eden (N*) Female 20-30 No 5 months 

Hasan (S*) Male 50-60 Yes 8 years 

Mustafa (S*)  Male 30-40 Yes 9 years 

Amina (S*) Female 60+ Yes 15 years 

Winta (S*) Female 40-50 Yes 13 years 

Tesfay (S*) Male 30-40 No 8 years 

Sanait (S*)  Female 40-50 Yes 7 years 

Kidane (S*) Male 30-40 Yes 20 years 

Amanuel (S*) Male 30-40 No 15 years 

Sofia (S*) Female 20-30 Yes 7 years 

Tekles (S*) Male 40-50 Yes 12 years 

 
Note: (N) = newly arrived; (S) = settled. 

 
 

Arabic were excluded from the study due to a language barrier. All participants 

received an information sheet and consent form prior to the study taking place, 

ensuring confidentiality and anonymity. The interviews with the newly arrived 

participants were carried out in the café in which the study was advertised, in a silent 

room which had been booked prior to the interviews taking place. The interviews with 

the settled participants were carried out in their homes all within the Birmingham 

area. 

 

Interview schedule 

The interview included the following questions with prompts where necessary: 

(1) What expectations did you have of living in the UK? To what extent do you think 

these have been met? (2) Can you talk about any bad experiences you have had since 

moving to the UK? How have these influenced your perceptions of living here? (3) 



Can you talk about any good experiences you have had since moving to the UK? How 

have these influenced your perceptions of living here? (4) From your experience(s), to 

what extent do you feel that it is possible for a person to combine the Eritrean culture 

and the British culture? (5) How do you feel about the idea of integration? (6) Do you 

feel that Eritreans are integrating well in society? (7) Some people perceive themselves 

as British and others as Eritrean. How would you describe yourself? What does that 

mean to you? (8) Can you imagine a time where you can be Eritrean as well as British? 

If yes/no, why? (9) Is there anything that could help those from Eritrea become more 

integrated in the UK? 

 

The context to the study 

The study took place in Birmingham. It is therefore important to contextualize the data 

in terms of location, social class and language and religion. This information is from 

community leaders, the Eritrean Embassy and the Eritrean Ministry of Information. 

 

Location 

There are currently between 25 and 30,000 Eritreans living in the UK and the Eritrean 

Embassy estimates that approximately 5 and 7,000 of these reside in Birmingham. In 

fact, the UK has received at least 3,756 asylum applications from Eritrean nationals in 

the recent years (The Migration Observatory 2015) with Birmingham being one of the 

most popular destinations. Originally, Eritreans were one of the smaller ethnic 

minority groups and therefore the older generation in this particular community are 

quite close-knit. The overall community is organized by the means of two main sub-

communities, consisting of Muslim and Christian Eritreans. Despite their religious 

beliefs, these communities regularly mix and significant annual events, such as the 

Eritrean Independence Day on the 24th May, tend to bring together the vast majority 

of Eritreans in Birmingham. Over recent years, community-led initiatives such as 

social events and fundraising campaigns have welcomed newly arrived Eritreans in 

Birmingham. Efforts to support the newly arrived individuals has meant that 

friendships have been created and support has been offered to newly arrived Eritreans 

who have been encouraged to develop according to their new surroundings by those 



more familiar with these. During some weekends and school holidays, activities and 

other social gatherings are often organized by active members of the Eritrean 

community as a means of empowering those new to the country by putting in place a 

support network. In addition, civic participation activities organized by The 

University of Birmingham, in partnership with Citizens UK, have been able to arrange 

events which have engaged some members of the Eritrean community in Birmingham 

(University of Birmingham 2016) and encourage individuals to speak of their personal 

journey. 

Social class 

The settled Eritreans in this study were working class although many of these have 

studied at Higher Education institutions but have not all been successful in securing 

their desired job role in the UK. Dependent on their residence status in the UK, newly 

arrived Eritreans are habitually provided with financial government support free 

education. Apart from this, existing members of the Eritrean community have 

previously been able to collectively offer some financial support as an act of charity, 

for newcomers who have had no recourse to public funds. 

Language and religion 

Eritrea comprises nine ethnic sub-groups with Tigrinya being the main language 

taught in schools (Eritrean Ministry of Information 2017). Despite this, most Eritreans 

are also taught to speak other languages such as Arabic as well as English (Tronvoll 

2009). The researcher (SA) is not able to speak Tigrinya, but was still able to 

communicate with Tigrinya- speaking participants in one of the alternative languages 

who were therefore included in the study. The nine sub-groups, which are sometimes 

referred to as tribes, are generally spoken of in relation to lineage amongst Eritreans 

and are often not considered to be specific groups. Eritreans overall share common 

norms, values and beliefs across ethnic groups and religious differences as they have 

merged together and become one nation ever since gaining their independence as a 

country (Hirt 2014). Despite this, members of the Eritrean community do hold 

different political views and although many are against the current political agenda 

some have a more optimistic view about this. This may be due to a sense of 

appreciation about how Eritrea has gained independence from Ethiopia and, in spite 



of the current government regime, a belief in a better future (Hirt 2014). The 

participants interviewed were not questioned about their political views, but it can be 

assumed that those who have fled Eritrea are in opposition of the current regime. 

Data analysis 

The audio recordings were transcribed using an orthographic style and analysed 

following the five stages of Thematic Analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006): “data 

familiarisation”, “initial coding generation”, “searching for themes”, “reviewing and 

refining themes” and “theme definition and labelling”. This was an iterative process, 

with various themes, structures and labels considered before the final configuration 

was identified. 

Reflexivity 

The interviewer was a young woman who was brought up in Denmark, currently 

living in the UK and of Eritrean parentage who spoke fluent Arabic and English. As a 

third-generation Eritrean immigrant in the UK, she was engaged in the community 

and therefore able to have some insight to the levels of integration amongst 

immigrants and refugees from Eritrea. It was important for her to reflect upon how 

her background was influencing the interviews and analysis. These reflections were 

discussed between researchers, particularly when considering whether themes were 

grounded in the data. For example, as a young women she identified more strongly 

with the younger participants who were often those more recently arrived but as 

someone whose family had become integrated into the Eritrean community in 

Birmingham she also identified with those who had been here for longer as at times 

these were connected to her parents. 

Results 

Participants from both groups described some of the practical challenges they faced 

when relocating to the UK such as language barriers and concerns with regards to 

paper work. The analysis led to the identification of the following three themes, each 

with sub-themes: (1) Wanting freedom involving their expectations of the UK and a 

need to escape to safety and be free, (2) Integration and ways in which participants 

became part of the British community and (3) Personal development which involved 



growth and aspirations. Transcending these themes was the overarching theme of 

balance in which participants indicated a balance between their past and present lives 

and the two cultures. These themes will now be described and illustrated with 

exemplar quotes. Permeating all themes was the central role of identity which will be 

discussed in the discussion. The codes “N” and “S” are used to denote those who were 

newly arrived (<one year) and those who were settled (>seven years). 

Theme 1: wanting freedom 

The majority of participants described immigration from Eritrea to the UK as being 

due to a need for freedom. This was described in terms of (1) expectations, (2) safety 

and (3) gratitude based on their experiences of living in the UK. 

Expectations 

Prior to arriving in the UK, many of the participants expressed how they had 

expectations of what living in the UK would entail. This was illustrated by Najma (N) 

who had only been in the UK for eight months and described how she was “expecting 

to be settled […] to be able to live a free life”. For many, these expectations had been 

matched or at times surpassed by their experiences. Kidane (S) who had lived the UK 

for over twenty years said how his “expectations may have been exceeded”. Likewise, 

as Yunees (N) who had only been in the UK for twelve months said: “I have only had 

good experiences since arriving in the UK- it’s been fantastic. Even better than I 

imagined it to be.” On the other hand, Tesfay (S) expressed a different view and said 

that he: “didn’t actually have any expectations […] just camehere because I couldn’t 

live in my country to continue my life as I wanted it to be”. 

Safety 

Another notion which appeared to attract many participants to living in the UK was 

a feeling of safety. For example, Alia (N) who is currently on the waiting list to be re-

housed, said: “nothing is forceful here [in the UK]”. Likewise, Khadeja (N), who 

arrived in the UK eleven months prior to the interview taking place, said that she felt: 

“very safe here. In Eritrea, people are scaredmany live in fear”. This was similarly 

expressed by Amanuel (S) who had settled here just over fifteen years ago and said 

he: “just wanted to live somewhere, where I knew I would be safe”. And Tekles (S) 



described how many Eritreans are simply: “searching for a better future in the 

Western part of the world. These people [Eritreans] came here for safety and not to 

create conflict”. He argued that although some may perceive the arrival of newcomers 

as being problematic, he arrived with the sole purpose of desiring to feel safe whilst 

searching for a better quality of life. 

Gratitude 

Additionally, each participant interviewed expressed a sense of gratitude since 

arriving in the UK. This is illustrated by Daniel (N) who had lived in the UK for just 

over nine months, who said he: “appreciate the opportunities I have been met with 

here, especially with regards to education and health”. Similarly, Najma (N) said: “I 

have been treated very well since I arrived here.” 

The interviews indicated that the move to the UK and participants’ experiences 

since being here were characterized by a desire for freedom illustrated through their 

emphasis on expectations, safety and gratitude. This finds reflection in much previous 

work on the experiences of those fleeing from danger and highlights the role that 

expectations play in experiences (Marino 2015), the role of safety as a key determinant 

of our sense of self (Maslow 1943), and how gratitude is commonly expressed by those 

who overcome hardship and face privileges they once lacked (Popovich 2014). It also 

reflects recent research specific to Eritreans which has reported how they often feel 

overwhelmed by opportunity and gratitude for this when arriving in countries such 

as the UK (Campbell and Afework 2015). Further, this parallels the information about 

the community in Birmingham and indicates that the attempts made to support and 

welcome new arrivals appear to be working. 

Theme 2: integration 

The interviews also showed a clear role for the importance of integration with 

participants emphasizing a need to become familiar and accepted in their new 

surroundings. In particular they discussed the importance of (1) ownership in terms 

of what they could do for themselves, (2) community in terms of what they could do 

for others and (3) the benefits of being integrated. 

 

 



Ownership 

Many participants described how they needed to take control of integration and make 

it happen for themselves. Some participants described adopting particular coping 

strategies in order to integrate into the UK. As Omar (N) described: “a person needs 

some time to familiarise themselves with their new surroundings”. Mustafa (S) who 

arrived in the UK nearly ten years ago and was now a successful business owner 

described an alternative approach involving the strategy of lowering his expectations:  

[…] expecting the absolutely unexpected. For me, this was a technique because 
it meant that I was prepared for the worst. As an outcome, everything was a 
lot easier than I had anticipated it to be. I think this is the best way of going 
about this kind of situation. 

Some also described how integration took effort and could be a struggle. As Mariam 

(N) said: “you have to sometimes push yourself to become more engaging and active 

in society, for the sake of your own development”. Further, some regarded integration 

more as a duty. As Hasan (S) said: “as immigrants must do our best because the very 

reason why we came here was to grow and make the best out of ourselves as 

individuals”. 

Community 

Participants also emphasized the role of the Eritrean community and how it was the 

responsibility of more settled Eritreans to encourage the newcomers to settle in. In 

support of this is Winta (S) who arrived in the UK over thirteen years ago, said: 

“Collectively we need to make these new people feel welcomed and make them feel 

like they also belong here”. Similarly, she also stated: “We need to implant positive 

values in the new-comers”. Furthermore, former diplomat Mustafa (S) said: “[…] we 

just need to motivate them and empower them to want to integrate and become a 

positive part of society”. 

Those Eritreans already settled in the UK therefore saw it as their responsibility as 

a community to help the process of integration. This was also reflected in the words 

of the newcomers who described how they needed the help and support of their 

community. As Alia (N) said of others: “they should lead the way for the many people 

who need guidance”. Likewise, sixty-two-year old Amina (S) described how: “Those 

who have been here for a long time could act as great models for those who have just 



arrived here because this will give them hope” (Amina). Some also saw integration as 

central to who Eritreans are. As Amina (S) said that: “[…] generally speaking, as 

Eritreans, we integrate easily […] we are people of several religions who live side by 

side in our country, in comparison to some of our neighbouring countries”. Some also 

described how integration was not just the responsibility of the Eritrean community 

but also the wider society. As Yunees (N) stated: “when we are being accepted, we are 

willing to integrate more”. 

Benefits 

Many also expressed the benefits of integration and saw it as central to the transitional 

process. For example, Sanait (S) spoke about her experience of living in the UK and 

said that: “integrating is important when adapting to a new place 

[…] It’s wonderful when you can combine cultures making it all equally important”. 

Likewise, Daniel (N) portrayed integration as a way of: “growing and becoming a 

person who will adapt various aspects of the British culture to my identity”. The 

process of integration was not, however, straightforward and clear for everyone. For 

example, Tesfay (S) who arrived in Britain over eight years ago felt that as a 

community they were not integrated enough: “many of us spend a lot of time with 

our own affairs. I mean, on a whole we are integrating, but I do feel that more could 

be done”. And taxi-driver Tekles (S) said: “I disagree with assimilation. I don’t agree 

with being expected to change my way of life and conform to something out of my 

nature.”  

In sum, participants spoke clearly about the process of integration and its benefits 

and regarded it as a product both of their own actions and those of their community. 

In particular, whilst many described a number of coping strategies to help them 

integrate they also highlighted a willingness to support others which is line with the 

events and celebrations offered by the community and the determination of those 

more settled members to help newcomers fit in. This reflects previous research 

identifying the role of coping strategies when dealing with situations which are 

perceived as challenging (Prati and Pietrantoni 2009). It also supports evidence that 

individuals strive for acceptance when moving from one community to another 

(Fischer et al. 2004). Further, it also confirms the importance of social contexts for the 



development of inter group relations and the input of collective action for sustaining 

community (Townley et al. 2011) and illustrates that integration through individual 

and community responsibility can be a means of hope amongst members of minority 

ethnic groups (Benhabib 2002). Accordingly, the results indicate that even if 

individuals are keen to integrate the degree of this integration is reliant upon the new 

context they find themselves in the degree of support and openness they encounter. 

Not all participants were equally positive about integration and there were a minority 

of dissident voices in the sample. This may be due to the frustrations at taking 

employment below their level of education obtained in Eritrea. It may also illustrate 

that despite their best attempts at support and integration some individuals still fall 

through the net. 

Theme 3: personal development 

The final dominant theme reflected the desire for personal development as a key 

motivation for coming to the UK. This was illustrated in terms of (1) growth and (2) 

aspirations. 

Growth 

For many, personal development involved a sense of growth which was closely 

related to evolving on a deeper level. When asked about their experiences of living in 

the UK and the impact this had had on them, participants such as Omar (N) said that: 

“Living here has influenced me in a way that has helped me and encouraged me for a 

desire to grow and develop as a person, that I had slightly given up on becoming at 

some point in my life.” Although Omar arrived in the UK only eleven months prior 

to the interview his sense of self-assurance and will-power had quickly returned. 

Similarly, Amina (S) who had lived in the UK for over fifteen years, spoke about 

growth in terms of expanding and exploring:  

In Eritrea, there was only one type of people […] here, my mind was 
introduced to many different kinds of people and this pushed me to explore 
[…] Inspired me to stand out and educated people about myself and where I 
am from too. 

Those who had been here for longer also described the opportunity for growth that 

the UK offered for their children. For example, Sofia (S) who has been settled in the 



UK for several years now described how she was: “especially very grateful that my 

children have been provided with a good education system and they are doing very 

well academically”. 

Aspiration 

The majority of the participants interviewed also spoke about having aspirations as 

key reasons for relocating to the UK. This was often expressed with regards to 

academic goals as illustrated by Winta (S) who said that: “[…] education is key. This 

is one of the main things that will help you develop and grow”. Similarly, Amanuel 

(S) spoke about his positive experience since arriving in the UK and said that: “We 

have opportunities here to become educated at any age. The system here allows you 

to become more educated and this encourages integration.” Further, Kidane (S) said: 

“I was able to get back into education and pursue my dream. I have now got a 

degree in Accounting and Finance.” This perspective was not reflected in the 

accounts of all participants however, with a minority describing how the UK system 

prevented them from progressing. As Mustafa (S) said:  

I have a degree in Economics, but when I came here this was not something I 
could make use of […] Despite my qualifications and all my past experiences, 
I found it hard to find a suitable job in my level of expertise…often leads people 
to settle for jobs way below their standards. 

Personal development was therefore a key factor in the decision to move to the UK 

and involved a desire for growth and aspirations particularly concerning education. 

This reflects the notion of evolvement as the prime motivator of globalization (Arnett 

2002). It also illustrates the ways in which encounters with different social groups and 

aspirations can facilitate growth and promote integration (Schwartz et al. 2010; 

Tjosvold 2015). 

Overarching theme: balance 

On a whole, the participants described their transition to the UK as being due to a 

desire for freedom and safety, the process of integration which was a product of both 

individual and community action and personal development through growth and 

aspirations. Transcending these themes was the notionof balance reflecting an 

equilibrium between participants’ cultural past and their present lives in the UK. For 



example, whilst they had become engaged in British life through its culture, education 

and employment they also sustained a sense of being Eritrean which is epitomized by 

Mustafa (S), who arrived in the UK nearly a decade ago:“[…] fairly straight-forward 

to be a product of more than one culture- more than two cultures even…comes down 

to you as a person and how willing you are to accept the beauty in our differences”. 

This was illustrated through the sub-themes of (1) cultural heritage and (2) making a 

contribution. 

Cultural heritage 

Despite relocating to the UK many of the participants still described a sense of 

belonging to their ethnic roots in Eritrea. This resulted in a balance between a sense of 

pride for where they had come from whilst still integrating into the UK. At times this 

was associated with their age when they had arrived in the UK. As described by Eden 

(N): “I will always emphasize and have a strong connection with Eritrea, especially 

having arrived here at this age and having spent the majority of my life in Eritrea.” 

For some, this attachment to their roots was also due to the people they had left behind 

and a sense of nostalgia and warmth towards their past. This was shown by Asmarina 

(N) who had arrived in the UK last year: “My life in Eritrea was also good, but in a 

different way to here. I miss my family and friends. I will never forget my roots….” 

For some, this was also due to their status and engagement in their home community. 

For example, Tesfay (S) spoke about his past in Eritrea as follows: “I was a Judge back 

home, I served my community…I feel that a large part of me is tied with my past in 

Eritrea and the many things I was involved with” (Tesfay) 

For many this also reflected a determination to maintain their Eritrean beliefs. For 

example whilst Sanait (S) said that she has: “[…] adapted well to the life here [the 

UK]”. She also commented: “But that’s not to say that I haven’t kept my Eritrean 

cultural norms and values.” Likewise Sofia (S) said that: “[…] it’s important to hold 

on to your personal norms, beliefs, and values- but that doesn’t mean that you should 

completely disregard those of the country you are currently in”. Further, this 

appreciation of their past  was also embedded within a strong sense of identity. Amin 

(N) is a prime example of this as he stated that: “As much as I would like to absorb 



knowledge about people and places I am not familiar with; I will make a point of also 

expressing my cultural identity in my encounters” (Amin) 

Making a contribution 

This sense of balance between the past and present was also reflected in the desire to 

use their Eritrean roots to make a contribution to British society. As stated by Kidane 

(S), who has spent most of his life in the UK:  

we need to be proud of ourselves, our backgrounds, our history, in order to 
enrich our fellow members in society…this is what I am referring to when I say 
that in order to take, we should also give something of ourselves back.  

Similarly, Sanait (S) described how: “I have been able to add from the British culture 

to my Eritrean identity…it has taught me to be very accepting of people around me.” 

For many this ability to contribute to British society was seen as a characteristic 

specific to being from Eritrea. As Amanuel (S) stated: 

Being accepting of other people is something we have in us already because 
back home our country consists of Muslims and Christians who all live side by 
side. We are all the same at the end of the day. We all have a love for each other 
despite our beliefs. Not many other countries can say this. 

Participants therefore described a balance between their past in Eritrea with a strong 

sense of cultural heritage and their present lives in the UK. Further, participants saw 

this transition as an opportunity to make a contribution to the UK through their values 

and beliefs, particularly the Eritrean tradition of living side by side with different 

religions. This reflects previous research indicating that Eritreans maintain a strong 

sense of loyalty to their home country even when they have moved away and even if 

this movement was motivated by fear (Shearlaw 2015). It also illustrates how this 

sense of loyalty together with national pride enables Eritreans to have the confidence 

to believe that they have something positive to offer their new host country. Further, 

it highlights the strength of the Eritrean community in Birmingham and the ability of 

people with different languages, religions and ethnic sub-groups to generate a 

unifying sense of belonging. 

Discussion 

This study explored the experiences of newly arrived and settled Eritrean immigrants 

in the UK, focusing on how these may have influenced their social identities. The 



results illustrated how both groups had been motivated to come to the UK through a 

desire for freedom, and that in the main their expectations of safety and freedom had 

been met, for which they were grateful. They also described the benefits of integration 

which was considered a product of both individual and community action and 

appreciated the opportunities available to them in the UK for personal development. 

Although they had left their country and often their family and friends behind them, 

they felt integrated into their new surroundings which indicated a notion of balance, 

demonstrated by the co-existence of the past with their present and future lives. This 

balance was embedded with a strong sense of cultural heritage together with a desire 

to make a contribution to their new communities in the UK and reflects a sense of dual 

identity. 

These findings can be understood within the context of the social identity approach 

(Tajfel and Turner 1979; Turner et al. 1987) and through the lens of acculturation 

(Berry 1990). The development of an identity is an iterative process between an 

individual’s social and cultural contexts (Baumeister and Muraven 1996; Côté 1996). 

Further, acculturation is intertwined with identity as the reoccurring changes which 

arise during this process are viewed as having a direct impact on an individual 

(Schwartz et al. 2010). The results from the present study indicate how those Eritreans 

interviewed had moved away from their home country due to a desire for freedom 

and safety and had experienced a sense of personal development thereby resulting in 

a shift in their identity, to achieve a new positive social identity, in line with the social 

identity approach (Tajfel and Turner 1979; Turner et al. 1987). Furthermore, they had 

become integrated into UK society through both individual and social action and 

described the benefits of this process in line with the model of acculturation (Berry 

1990). 

This transition, however, does not appear to have created a new single identity 

either of being “not” Eritrean or of being “British” (assimilation) but for many 

participants this reflected a balance between their past and present and between both 

of the identities associated with these times (integration). This balance finds reflection 

in the notion of a “dual identity” whereby two identities become salient 

simultaneously, preventing their original identity as Eritreans being threatened by 



their new identity of being British (Berry and Sam 1997; Gaertner and Dovidio 2000) 

and is in line with research by Al-Ali, Black, and Koser (2001) specifically on the dual 

identities of Eritrean immigrants. This supports research by Barker (2015) who argued 

that despite ethnic minority groups placing emphasis on integrating within their host 

country, their “home-culture” still plays a large part in forming their core norms and 

values. It also reflects research exploring the transitions of Eritreans and the ability to 

integrate successfully whilst maintaining connectedness to Eritrea (Iavasile 2012). 

Further, it illustrates that whilst this strong attachment to their own country could be 

a hindrance to integration and subsequent acculturation, in the case of Eritreans it 

appears to facilitate this process through a desire to bring something of benefit to their 

new host country. Therefore, in line with Barker (2015) a positive balance between 

loyalties to two different countries and a resulting dual identity promotes rather than 

hinders acculturation which in turn leads to integration. There were some exceptions, 

however, to this emphasis on integration and balance which need to be highlighted. 

For example, one participant believed that their community was not integrated 

enough, one clearly did not want to integrate and some expressed frustration that they 

current level of employment did not meet their skills and education from their time 

before coming to the UK. It may therefore be the case that whilst many individuals are 

motivated to integrate and that this is facilitated by the context into which they move, 

those that feel frustrated by their current situation may experience less balance as their 

Eritrean identity still dominates over their British one. 

To conclude, the past decade has seen a dramatic change in the population of the 

UK. This study explored the experiences of one of the largest minority groups, namely 

Eritreans, and indicated that many had been motivated to move to the UK through a 

desire for freedom and safety and had experienced a sense of personal development 

through growth and aspiration. The results also highlighted their desire for 

integration which was considered a product of both individual and community action. 

Further, the interviews indicated that, for many, their transition to the UK was 

reflected in an overarching notion of balance between their past and present lives 

resulting in a dual identity as they established a new equilibrium between a strong 

sense of cultural heritage together with a desire to make a contribution to their new 



host country. In line with social identity theory, many Eritreans interviewed showed 

a shift in their identity as they became embedded in their new social groups. However, 

rather than developing a new single identity, most participants accounts illustrated a 

dual identity, which rather than being a hindrance to integration was, in contrast, a 

facilitator as their strong sense of being Eritrean, and their loyalty and pride in their 

past enabled them to feel that they had more to offer to their host country in their 

futures. Therefore, it would seem that for Eritreans, a dual identity encourages 

acculturation which in turn promotes integration. 
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