
 
An opportunity to reflect...

This document can be used by anyone supporting our vision of welcome and sanctuary for all, 
and we encourage the networks of groups and sanctuary awarded organisations to see this as an
opportunity to reflect on their use of language in the spirit of openness and our intention to include
people seeking sanctuary in all our activities including decision making. 

City of Sanctuary UK
Guide to Use of Language

We have produced this suggested guide as a working document to encourage consistency and
a mindful approach to the use of non-dehumanising language in line with our values (Inclusiveness,
Openness, Participation, Inspiring and Integrity) and principles (see the City of Sanctuary Charter)
across all City of Sanctuary content.

Why did we produce this guidance document?

The terms refugee, asylum seeker or migrant can be experienced as dehumanising because they
define a person according to their immigration status. 

Whilst we recognise that there are times when we need to use these legal terms in order to be
meaningfully understood in our conversations and written content (for instance in the Lift the Ban
campaign), there are alternatives which we suggest in point 2 below. 

The basics - terminology of migration

Who is this guidance for?

1.  We work with... We use the word working 'with' as opposed to 'for' or on behalf of people
seeking sanctuary. Working 'for' can be experienced as patronising and disempowering. It
undermines the engagement of people seeking sanctuary in leadership positions within the
network, which is one of our core principles.
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Our suggested terms*

https://cityofsanctuary.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/Charter-single-pages-for-printing.pdf


 

 

September 2020 

Our Use of Language

2. People seeking sanctuary - preferred term in most contexts as this focusses on people first as
opposed to their immigration status. It emphasises that people are seeking sanctuary (safety and
protection), not specifically asylum and so has a broader application.  We avoid using acronyms such as
RAS (Refugees/Asylum Seekers) or ASR (asylum seekers and refugees). We also avoid using 'sanctuary
seekers' as this can be equally dehumanising. The emphasis is on people not on reducing them to
labels so the use of any of the following or similar is encouraged: families who are seeking sanctuary,
students with a sanctuary seeking background, children who have sought sanctuary, women who are
stuck in the asylum process or simply people, women, students... 
We also avoid using 'our' preceding people seeking sanctuary. Some of us may refer to 'our' people...
or 'our' asylum seeker friends.  However,  the use of 'our' may be experienced as patronising and
potentially dehumanising as it suggests ownership. It does not add to meaning and can usually be
dropped without changing the grammar of the sentence. If additional meaning is required then
suggested alternatives include 'people with whom we are working', or 'families we know.' 

3.  Separated children and young people seeking sanctuary is preferable to the use of the acronym /
abbreviation UASCs  (Unaccompanied Asylum-Seeking Children) or UAM (Unaccompanied Minors) . It
can be dehumanising to be referred to as an acronym. Unaccompanied can imply a deliberate decision
to send lone children into danger and does not reflect the fact that many lose their families in the chaos
of fleeing war and other dangers. 

4. Experts by experience - refers to people providing testimony, leaders or advocates (this is preferred
and more empowering than saying asylum seekers or refugees). Alternatively we use the term people
 with lived experience of seeking sanctuary thereby deferring to those whose lived experience is
the story. The best persons to tell the story, to consult for advisory support or to lead are the experts
due to their lived experience.

5. We are part of the movement - The City of Sanctuary networks of groups and awarded organisations
(schools, libraries, theatres etc.) are networks, sometimes referred to as the City of Sanctuary
movement in its own right - however it is not the movement. We are part of the wider movement for
sanctuary, and our work across the networks and working in partnership with others is a significant
contribution to the growth of widespread grassroots support for welcome. 
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6. Sanctuary Ambassadors – generally refers to people with lived experience of seeking sanctuary who
have agreed to volunteer with City of Sanctuary UK. This could be talking to the media, public speaking,
involvement in appraisal of Sanctuary Awards, etc. Often they are graduates of the Sanctuary in Politics
course and could be on the Operational Advisory Group for City of Sanctuary UK or members of
Sanctuary Streams steering groups. Local Sanctuary Ambassadors interested in working with us across
the UK are welcome to register with us at this link. 

https://ambassadors.cityofsanctuary.org/
https://ambassadors.cityofsanctuary.org/
https://ambassadors.cityofsanctuary.org/

